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This thesis explores what I call the cultural anthropology underlying the production of English poetry 
in Singapore during the last ten years. It uses a questionnaire and interview method to obtain 
responses from selected poets, and these responses are then compared against existing published 
materials and critically analysed, with the purpose of explicating, elaborating and articulating the 
various factors that have led to production of English poetry in Singapore. So far, all the existing 
academic material on contemporary Singaporean poetry has centred on literary analysis, and I hope 
that my research can act as a useful supplement because it is a kind of literary anthropology and a 
form of context-building which reviews craft as vocation, profession and cultural practice.  In this 
way, I hope to fill a gap or lack in current academic scholarship, and contribute to building a more 
holistic understanding of contemporary Singaporean poetry and its production.  
Twelve prominent local poets were selected, and they belong to the contemporary generation who 
fall within the same age bracket (20s to 40s, with the exception of Lee Tzu Pheng, who is in her 50s, and 
has been included to give her opinions as a pioneer poet). They are: Lee Tzu Pheng (b. 1946), Heng Siok 
Tian (b. 1963), Madeleine Lee (b. 1963), Boey Kim Cheng (b. 1965), Felix Cheong (b. 1965), Yong Shu 
Hoong (b. 1966), Alvin Pang (b. 1972), Aaron Lee (b. 1972), Toh Hsien Min (b. 1975), Cyril Wong (b. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
Aims 
This thesis wishes to explore what might be called the cultural anthropology and the processes involved 
in the production of English poetry in Singapore, specifically within the time-frame of the last ten years.  
It will explore how and why contemporary poets in Singapore choose poetry (in English) as their genre of 
choice, what the local poets‘ attitudes towards writing, art and culture here in Singapore are, and how 
living in a modern, fast-paced society like Singapore has had an impact on the practice of their craft.  
My research project will explore and critically analyse the many factors which contribute to the 
production of contemporary English poetry in Singapore, such as economics (key questions include: 
Assuming that poetry does not make money, what kind of cultural capital is there to be made from its 
practice, whether locally or in a broader context? What is the ―gain‖ for poets in writing poetry as a 
vocation? How does a vocational commitment to their craft relate to the economic necessity of making a 
living here in Singapore? How do they make a living?), politics (Does local politics affect what the 
writers can or cannot write about? How true is the old narrative of how Singapore as a state dictates 
agendas that the poets either resist or promote? How do state policies affect the production and reception 
of local poetry?), race (How does this enter poetry? Is our local English poetry scene dominated by any 
race(s)? Is there a reason why? Do poets think through this category or think it irrelevant?), gender (Are 
there more male or female poets that are actively publishing in the last ten years? If there is an inequality 
in numbers why is this so? How does gender affect the writing of poetry locally? Does the sexual 
orientation of the poets matter?), religion (Does religion play a part in influencing the writing of poetry in 
Singapore? How does living in a multi-religious society affect or impact the poets‘ craft? Are any of the 
poets religious individuals? If so, does religion inspire or figure in their works?), modernity (How do 
issues of modernity/living in a modern city-state affect the poets? What is modernity like in Singapore? 
What do Singapore‘s high living standards and fast pace of life do for them as poets who are honing their 
craft? Do they feel that they have to ―sell out‖ by having proper jobs in order to survive the high living 
standards in Singapore?), globalisation (How has globalisation affected poetry writing, publication and 
promotion in present day Singapore, as compared to the literary scene the preceding generations of 
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Singaporean poets faced? Has globalisation changed the enterprise and mechanics of poetry writing in 
Singapore? Do poets feel that they have a greater platform and wider audience for self-expression with 
the proliferation of mass media and information, both results of globalisation? How does being invited to 
international literary festivals and becoming famous overseas, whilst still being relatively unread and 
unknown by the general population back home in Singapore affect the poets‘ conception of self and of 
local readership patterns?) and ideas of self (How do the poets view themselves as individuals? Do they 
define themselves by their vocation as poets, or is their dexterity at their craft an additional element, just 
one of many facets to their notion of ―self‖? How does being a poet in modern-day Singapore impact how 
they view themselves?).  
Significance of Research Project 
My thesis will show how units of identity-formation, such as family, friends, community and nation affect 
the writing of English poetry in the Singaporean context; it will show how the production of poetry is a 
literary activity influenced by and responsible in contributing to and interacting with categories of thought 
and experience such as ―culture‖ and ―society‖.  
 In essence, I attempt to explore Singapore poetry and its relationship to the larger context of 
society, culture and nation, which entails what I regard as a ―macro‖ view of the Singaporean poetry 
scene, an area previous academic work has covered in purely literary rather than context-aware cultural 
terms. By contextualising the practice of poetry in English in terms of a larger awareness of how cultural 
productions function in a given time and place, in relation to the perceived and unconscious interactions 
between poets and their social and cultural environments, this thesis is able to explore the larger cultural 
forces and influences that impact the newer generation of Singaporean poets writing today. It will adopt a 
method that is complementary but also alternative to the traditional ―Practical Criticism‖ approach of 
close reading and the analysis of key themes/ideas within poetry, as this research project is trying to read 
the cultural network of forces within which texts get produced, rather than focus exclusively on the texts 
themselves. 
This macro view of current poets acquires a specific kind of relevance and significance since past 
academic work has focused more on the earlier generation of poets (from ―first generation‖ poets such as 
Edwin Thumboo who published his first poetry collection in 1956, to ―second generation‖ poets such as 
3 
 
Kirpal Singh and Robert Yeo who first published in the late 1970s), and where the current generation of 
poets are concerned, the research that has been conducted has been largely of the  ―micro‖ kind, focused 
on the key themes, ideas and imagery of local poetry, and not on the larger cultural and social forces that 
impact the production of Singapore poetry. Thus, I believe that my thesis will fill in a gap in academic 
scholarship and be useful in understanding how issues of cultural production as applied to literary studies 
can be placed in a social and cultural matrix. My work will explore poetry/literariness and its relationship 
to the larger context of societies, cultures and nation in Singapore, which is a novel and useful approach 
to contemporary local poetry that has not been attempted before. 
I have selected twelve prominent local poets for study in this research project. They belong to the 
contemporary generation of poets who fall within the same age bracket (20s to 40s, with the exception of 
Lee Tzu Pheng, who is in her 60s). My rationale for selection is based on limiting the field to twelve 
poets, a number that I feel is reasonable to work with for the purposes of effective data collection. I have 
included Alfian Sa‘at in my sample not only because he is one of Singapore‘s most promising and 
talented poets, but also because he is Malay, as this helps to ensure that my sample does not comprise 
only Chinese poets. Here I wish to point out that I have not included Indian or Eurasian poets in my 
sample because I did not find the contemporary English poets who were of Indian or Eurasian ethnicity to 
fulfil the criteria for inclusion I have indicated below, and also because it is not the purpose of my sample 
to replicate the CMIO (Chinese, Malay, Indian, Other) ethnic composition of Singapore, but to ensure that 
there is a measure of ethnic variety.  
The poets have been selected because many of them fulfil the following criteria:  (i) almost all of 
them are active in the local poetry scene today; (ii) quite a number of them have participated in the 
Creative Arts Programme/Mentor Access Project and have been mentored by prominent older 
Singaporean poets and (iii) most have been nominated for or decorated with awards and scholarships 
from the National Arts Council.  
I have included Lee Tzu Pheng even though she is a prominent poet from the earlier generation 
because she is still writing poetry today, and including a pioneer of Singapore poetry is useful as her 
opinions act as a contrast to those of the other current generation poets I interviewed. A second reason for 
selecting Lee over other earlier generation poets (like Thumboo, for example) is to try and balance out the 
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gender imbalance between the number of male and female poets, as there have always been more 
Singaporean Anglophone male poets than female ones, a feature that is reflected in my sample.  
The twelve poets I have chosen are: Lee Tzu Pheng (b. 1946), Heng Siok Tian (b. 1963), 
Madeleine Lee (b. 1963), Boey Kim Cheng (b. 1965), Felix Cheong (b. 1965), Yong Shu Hoong (b. 
1966), Alvin Pang (b. 1972), Aaron Lee (b. 1972), Toh Hsien Min (b. 1975), Cyril Wong (b. 1977), 
Alfian Sa'at (b. 1977) and Ng Yi-Sheng (b. 1980).  
Starting hypotheses 
My initial hypothesis is that because the socio-cultural scene of every place is unique, there are thus 
corresponding factors that are crucial and decisive in how a specific cultural activity such as writing 
poetry gets performed, whether or not the practitioners are cognizant of these issues having an influence 
on them. My thesis aims to generate an analytic description of this perception that poets articulate as their 
self-awareness, and I test the supposition that issues such as national education policies, multilingualism, 
globalisation, Singapore‘s multiracial society and colonial past might be factors that are likely to have had 
an impact on their production of poetry. 
An interesting phenomenon in Singapore‘s literary scene is that poetry seems to draw as many 
young writers as, or more young writers than, the other literary genres such as the short story, the novel or 
theatre, and this thesis hypothesizes that the perception of poetry as a ―high-brow‖ and ―high culture‖ 
activity due to the influence of Singapore‘s British colonial past can perhaps answer the why question 
about this generic preference among poets. The related question of what this signifies in the context of 
how literature is perceived in Singapore will also be explored.  
Expected outcomes 
I hope to arrive through my analyses at greater clarity, explicitness and precision in describing the literary 
anthropology of current poetic practice and belief among the selected poets, who may be treated as 
representative of their generation.   
I expect that not all the poets will be fully conscious and cognizant of how Singapore‘s particular 
matrix of social and cultural factors play a part in influencing their writing of poetry, and this will be duly 
reflected in their questionnaire and interview answers. In fact, I expect that some of them may actually 
deny that certain factors have any impact on their artistic output, or they might explain their answers and 
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their reasons for writing with a whole different set of justifications that I have not considered before. 
However, it is important not to take the poets‘ answers at face value but to also consider the larger 
overarching concerns, possible implications and the socio-cultural factors that actively influence their 
replies, and to make my own informed conclusions about why they have made those answers.  
With regards to how I will decide whether what the poets say can be taken at face value, I 
propose to assess the implications of their responses in the context of my own critical readings of the 
literary scene and social conditions in Singapore, and will from time to time indicate how and why my 
views diverge from theirs in specific instances concerning either poetry or its contexts in Singapore. 
Even though the Singapore poetry scene is a small one, my questionnaire was devised with the 
anticipation that the answers and responses from the poets would provide a wide range of answers, some 
of which might appear mutually conflicting or contradictory. In such cases I have had to exercise my 
judgment (and provide what I regard as my reasons or evidence) in sifting what I feel is the most likely 
conclusion or inference based on the interaction between my analyses and their replies to my questions. 
As mentioned earlier, because this thesis is not a close study of their poetry but a study of the socio-
cultural forces that influence the writing of their works, there were actually no answers in particular that I 
was anticipating when I asked them the list of questions from the questionnaire that I had devised. Rather, 
what I am interested in surmising are the attitudes and concerns that govern the answers given by the 
poets, rather than the answers themselves.  
Positionality 
To embark on a cultural and anthropological study of contemporary Anglophone Singaporean poetry, the 
issue of the researcher‘s position or stance is a significant one, because it impacts the beliefs, assumptions 
and implied value structures that one brings to one‘s research. As a young Singaporean Chinese female 
who has lived and studied in Singapore all her life, I can thus be considered an ―insider‖1 to how the 
country and its system functions, and as such, I have a basic understanding of Singapore and her social 
mores. However, I am also acutely aware that being an ―insider‖ can work against a researcher because it 
                                                          
1 The work of sociologist Patricia Hill Collins in Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the Politics of 
Empowerment (1990) has touched on the ―insider-outsider‖ debate applicable to researcher positionality, and according to 
her theories, I am considered an ―insider‖ with regards to studying Singapore as a researcher. 
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might lead to a lack of awareness of how one has been ideologically conditioned by the same society one 
wishes to study objectively, which is why there are issues that I need to be more self-conscious about 
while conducting my research. 
The first is that having lived in Singapore all my life, I am most certainly a product of the 
Singaporean social system. This might blind me to certain aspects of Singaporean society because I am 
too used to accepting things as they ―are‖ as ―normal‖ here, and might even be mistaken about what 
might be the dynamics of promoting specific ideas of ―norms‖ and ―normalcy‖ to societal and cultural 
practices. This is why I have to exercise a continual vigilance about the degree of critical care needed to 
scrutinize the social and cultural conditions of writing poetry in English in Singapore. Secondly, being 
Chinese, I am of the majority race in Singapore, and this might make me less cognizant of the social or 
racial inequalities faced by the other minority races. This is why I have to be more self-conscious about 
my race, to think of the covert privileges that have unknowingly come with being the racial majority, and 
to make a greater effort at understanding the positions of the racial minorities here in Singapore.  
Narrative of research fieldwork/Methodology 
I have chosen to pursue a multi-pronged approach in my research fieldwork, as indicated below: 
1) I have attempted to piece together a composite view of my own about the scene of poetry writing in 
Singapore, based on primary and secondary materials from the library and online sources.  
2) A questionnaire was sent to the selected poets via email, and this questionnaire asked key questions 
concerning their practice of poetry, and how they assessed the impact of cultural and social conditions in 
Singapore on their work.  
3) This was followed by oral interviews (except in the case of Lee Tzu Pheng, Boey Kim Cheng and 
Alfian Sa‘at), the aim of the oral interviews being to fill in blanks to issues and questions not tackled in 
the email questionnaires, as well as to clarify certain specific aspects of the answers provided in the email 
responses. Each interview was also meant to function as a heuristic activity for this researcher, as the 
poets‘ habits and preferences, as well as their affiliations were to be treated as part of the cultural ―text‖ 
that I constitute as my dissertation, assuming that what I have experienced in the process of conducting 




Combining and contrasting inputs from materials gathered from existing sources, the 
comprehensive email questionnaire, and the oral interview, I attempt to show how Singapore‘s unique 
cultural and social conditions have had a direct effect on the production of contemporary English poetry, 
and what they contribute, in turn, to the profile of local culture in English.  
A copy of the email questionnaire, all the questionnaire responses provided by the poets and 
transcriptions of the oral interviews conducted are available in the Appendix section of the dissertation.  
Narrative of interpreting fieldwork/ Data analysis 
My plan entailed that answers solicited from poets through the email questionnaires and oral interviews 
would be compared and contextualized in terms of written evidence from the poets, along with reviews 
and academic criticism. I would then attempt a critical interpretation that proposes my explanatory and 
interpretive narrative answers to the questions that constitute my questionnaire. 
Of the twelve selected poets surveyed, all answered the email questionnaire with the exception of 
Alfian Sa‘at, who did not respond to my efforts to contact him, despite numerous attempts made via 
different modes of communication. When the eleven poets returned the answered questionnaire to me via 
email, it was evident that not all the poets answered every question. Sometimes, very brief or single word 
answers were given, and this underlies the usefulness of the oral interview, in which much-needed 
clarifications could be sought from the poets in light of their specific answers.  
Of the eleven poets who responded to the email questionnaire, nine of them took the time to meet 
up with me for an oral interview, with the exception of Boey Kim Cheng who is currently residing in 
Australia, and Dr Lee Tzu Pheng who had a very busy schedule. During the oral interview, unclear topics 
and issues were clarified, and additional questions posed in relation to the work of the individual poet. 
The oral interviews also functioned as a heuristic activity for the interviewer, as mentioned above. 
With regards to Alfian not participating in my email questionnaire or oral interview, I have 
overcome this problem by analysing numerous relevant entries in his personal blog for his thoughts, 
comments and feelings on several issues that my research project is interested in exploring (such as race, 
language issues, multilingualism, and writing). He has also posted past interviews on his blog, and I have 
made use of that material for analysis as well. Alfian was also recently interviewed by Dr Ronald D. 
Klein for the latest volume in the Interlogue series, namely Volume 8: Interviews II published in 2009, 
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and I have used his answers in that interview for critical analysis, as many of the questions asked in 
Klein‘s interview are of relevance to my research.  
Anthropological Models 
As this research project is interested in exploring the cultural anthropology and the processes involved in 
the production of English poetry in Singapore, it is necessary to look at other anthropological 
investigations that have been done, as they would provide my project with useful critical frameworks to 
consider. Pierre Bourdieu is a social theorist whose work I have found very useful in my research, in 
particular his work on literary culture, taste and distinction. In Distinction: A Social Critique of the 
Judgement of Taste (1984), Bourdieu surveyed the different classes of French society2 and their tastes in 
painting, music, clothing, furniture, food and political opinions, making the argument that ―tastes... 
function as markers of ‗class‘‖ (Bourdieu, 1984: 2) because ―[c]onsumption is...a stage in a process of 
communication, that is, an act of deciphering, decoding, which presupposes practical or explicit mastery 
of a cipher or code‖ (ibid.). Here, Bourdieu argues that an individual‘s capacity to appreciate art or music 
is not the result of a ‗gift‘ or natural ‗eye,‘ but has been acquired through the process of education, which 
endows them with the necessary skills to read the cultural codes present in the art works. ―The ‗eye‘ is a 
product of history reproduced by education‖ (ibid., 3), and the upper classes of society wish to conceal 
the fact that their knowledge of the arts is acquired because familiarity with cultural products is used as a 
basis of social distinction. In this way, ―[t]aste classifies, and it classifies the classifier. Social subjects, 
classified by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the distinctions they make‖ (ibid., 6). 
 Bourdieu‘s survey of French society in Distinction establishes the close relationship linking 
cultural practices to economic capital, academic capital and social origin. These factors draw from terms 
he had formulated in previous studies, the most significant being cultural capital and habitus. Cultural 
capital refers to the social, cultural and intellectual knowledge that children inherit from their families and 
class backgrounds, and was a term first formulated in Les Héritiers (1964), a joint study on French 
students in seven French cities by Bourdieu and Jean-Claude Passeron (see English translation The 
Inheritors, Bourdieu, 1979). Habitus is a term Bourdieu first used in La Reproduction (1970) within the 
                                                          
2
 The analyses presented in Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste “are based on a survey by questionnaire 
carried out in 1963 and 1967-1968, on a sample of 1,217 people‖ (Bourdieu, 1984: 13). 
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education context, and he defines it in Distinction as ―both the generative principle of objectively 
classifiable judgements and the system of classification (principium divisionis) of these practices‖ 
(Bourdieu, 1984: 170). It can be better understood as ―a process of socialization whereby the dominant 
modes of thought and experience inherent in the social and physical world (both of which are 
symbolically constructed) are internalized by social agents‖ (Robbins, 1991: 84).  
The concepts of cultural capital and habitus are integral in the understanding of Distinction 
because Bourdieu shows through his analysis of the survey results that there are definite correlations 
between one‘s habitus and cultural capital, and that contrary to what one might expect, the acquisition of 
academic capital does not always equate to a corresponding increase in cultural capital, because the 
educational institutions are inadequate in teaching the students from the lower classes the various aspects 
of art and culture that students from the dominant classes are already familiar with due to their habitus. 
Possessing high economic capital also does not ensure that one will be endowed with cultural capital, 
because with the rise of the middle classes or the nouveau riche, the distribution of these two forms of 
capital is at times inversely related (see Bourdieu, 1984: 260). 
 Besides cultural capital and habitus, another Bourdieuian concept of note is reproduction. The 
idea of reproduction was first raised in La Reproduction (1970) to show how the education system is 
unable to bring about social equality in French society because it works to replicate existing social and 
cultural structures, and in this way, ―the education system colluded in the exclusiveness of class 
distinction‖ (Robbins, 1991: 120). As such, true social and cultural democracy cannot be achieved in 
society through schooling because ―the education system w[ill] not introduce to the popular classes, by 
rational pedagogical methods, the science of art appreciation with which the dominant classes [are] 
already unconsciously familiar‖ (ibid.). Bourdieu argues that the dominant classes in power use their 
influence to reproduce their cultural and economic advantage over the other classes to ensure that their 
dominance in society remains unchallenged, and this leaves little room for the lower classes to alter their 
social circumstance.   
 While I am not claiming that there is any similarity between French society in the 1960s and 
Singapore society in the 2000s, Bourdieu‘s work in Distinction is useful to me for the following reasons. 
First, his use of methodology in Distinction---conducting qualitative surveys in the form of questionnaires 
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to his targeted respondents, analysing the collected responses and then making informed conclusions from 
the analysed answers---forms a good framework for me to follow in my research. As my research aim is 
to explore the cultural anthropology and processes involved in the production of English poetry in 
Singapore, and this is similar to Bourdieu‘s research aim of ―establish[ing] the conditions in which the 
consumers of cultural goods, and their taste for them, are produced‖ (Bourdieu, 1984: 1) in Distinction, 
using Bourdieu‘s methodology as a framework of reference is thus appropriate.  
 Second, Bourdieu‘s ideas of cultural capital and habitus are not only applicable to my research, 
they also lend greater critical edge to my analysis of how contemporary English poetry is being produced 
in Singapore. In my thesis, the idea of cultural capital will be used to refer to the values my sample of 
poets has attached to writing in English. Specifically, they treat the literary traditions (whether English, 
American or global traditions) of writing in English as a form of cultural capital that they can draw upon 
and add to. This notion has been augmented by Singapore‘s post-independence emphasis on the English 
language despite its official policy of bilingualism, and the poets‘ choice of language is a reflection of the 
state‘s policies. In this respect, their values are part of the cultural capital created by Singapore due to the 
way the government has positioned English as being closely related to the city-state‘s modernisation, 
trade, economic survival and prosperity.  
 Third, Bourdieu has said that taste is not an abstract or innate endowment; rather, there is a ―clear 
relation between taste and education‖ (ibid., 10). This notion that taste is an acquired attribute will be 
useful to me as the ground for my own analyses and questions in this thesis, because the authors whom 
the poets read, choose to emulate or the range of styles that they employ in their writing, can all be said to 
be the consequence (direct or indirect) of the manner in which they have been acculturated or chose to 
acculturate themselves, in order to declare or reveal certain tastes as theirs. Their taste of distinction, such 
as what is excellence in poetry for example, is revealed through their questionnaire and interview answers 
because the answers reflect the values they have imbibed of what they want to be perceived as having, by 
way of taste and distinction.  
 Fourth, Distinction begins with Bourdieu stating that true objectivity is never truly possible, 
because ―objectification is always bound to remain partial, and therefore false‖ (ibid., 12), and this is a 
―reminder meant for the reader as well as the sociologist‖ (ibid.). In this way, the separation between 
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‗subjective‘ and ‗objective‘ as categories is a ―false polarization [that]... must be avoided by adopting a 
reflexive approach‖ (Robbins, 1991: 128).3 This is applicable to my research because the analysis of the 
questionnaire answers in this thesis does not claim to be provide an ‗objective‘ overview of how 
contemporary Singapore poetry is produced; rather, it aims to be a self-reflexive exercise where I reflect 
on the various social and cultural practices that have contributed to poetry production in Singapore, and 
present these findings in my research. 
Overview:  Chapter Outline 
Chapter Two, Approaches to Describing Singapore, provides a brief historical background of 
Singapore, in order to provide the social and cultural background for contemporary poetry in English. 
This chapter does not aim to provide comprehensive historical coverage of Singapore pre-and-post-1965; 
rather, it aims to give a brief sketch of Singaporean history and society, with a particular focus on certain 
social characteristics (multilingualism in Singapore), governmental policies (the development of the arts 
in Singapore), and educational programmes (the Creative Arts Programme and the Mentor Access 
Project) that are of significance in the context of my research. 
Chapter Three, Exploring the Intrinsic Factors to Poetry Production, begins with a detailed 
explanation of how the email questionnaire used in this project had been formulated, and the various 
theoretical considerations that it is based on. This is followed by a critical analysis of the four intrinsic 
factors4, namely Poem-Author, Poem-Tradition, Poem-Reality and Poem-Audience.  
Chapter Four, Analysing the Extrinsic Social Factors, explores the social factors particular to 
Singaporean society, its effects on the contemporary poets and poetry production here in Singapore. 
These extrinsic factors are categorized and analysed in four broad categories, namely Multilingualism, 
State Policies with Language Development, Patronage Systems/Models of Writing, and Networks of 
Relationships. 
                                                          
3
 Robbins‘s statement is derived from Bourdieu‘s quotation ―There is no way out of the game of culture; and one‘s only 
chance of objectifying the true nature of the game is to objectify as fully as possible the very operations which one is obliged 
to use in order to achieve the objectification‖ (Bourdieu, 1984: 12). 
4 Intrinsic factors are termed as such because they refer to personal reasons and motivations the poets have for writing. The 
eextrinsic factors named in the next point are termed according to Wellek and Warren‘s distinction in Theory of Literature 




Chapter Five, Conclusion and the Way Ahead, provides a brief summary of my initial research aims 
and findings, followed by what I feel might be the way ahead for contemporary Singapore poetry. The 




























Chapter 2: Approaches to Describing Singapore 
Brief Historical Background 
Singapore is a small island nation-state located in Southeast Asia along key shipping routes. A British 
colony from 1819 until 1959 (with the exception of 3 years from 1942 to 1945 under the Japanese 
Occupation during the Second World War), she achieved self-governance in 1959, and for a brief period 
between 1963 to 1965, was part of the Federation of Malaysia alongside the states of West Malaysia and 
the East Malaysian states of Sabah and Sarawak. Being part of Malaysia proved to be a difficult time for 
Singapore as the country was mired in racial riots, for Singapore‘s leaders led by Prime Minister Lee 
Kuan Yew were against Malaysia‘s policy of bumiputra or ―sons of the land‖, which gave preferential 
rights to the native Malays over the other races. A consensus between the countries could not be met, and 
Singapore separated from Malaya on 9 August 1965, becoming an independent nation-state.  
 Since Singapore became a sovereign nation under abrupt circumstances, the early days were 
challenging ones for the new government because they had to solve pressing issues of the island‘s lack of 
natural resources, a high rate of unemployment and the shortage of proper housing for the population. 
Thus from the beginning, the government led by the People‘s Action Party (PAP) adopted a prudent 
approach focused on developing the economy at a rapid rate, because this was ―an issue of the ‗survival 
of the nation‘‖ (Chua, 1995: 4). ―[T]his ‗ideology of survival‘ has served as the basic concept for the 
rationalisation of state policies that extend beyond economics to other spheres of life. If a measure of 
social control... contribute[d] to economic growth, it is considered as necessary to survival per se and 
hence, ‗pragmatic‘‖ (ibid.). This ‗pragmatic‘ approach is the reason why non-economic concerns like the 
arts and culture took a back seat in comparison to pressing issues like providing for the people‘s basic 
needs, employment and housing in the 1960s and 1970s. By the 1980s, the PAP‘s efforts had paid off and 
Singapore had developed quickly into a prosperous manufacturing economy, and with new Prime 
Minister Goh Chok Tong in the 1990s, her economy moved into high-tech manufacturing and the service 
and tertiary industry. From year 2000 and beyond, Singapore faced key crises like the SARS outbreak in 
2003 and the threat of terrorism, and 2004 witnessed Lee Hsien Loong, Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew‘s 
eldest son, become the third Prime Minister of Singapore.  
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Two key things to note is that since the start of Singapore‘s history as a sovereign nation, she has 
been governed in a ‗top-down‘ fashion, with the government making key decisions and the citizens 
accepting them, because her ―social stability [has been] built on concepts of ‗survival‘ and ‗pragmatism‘‖ 
(ibid., 6). While this was a necessary and positive move in the early years after independence due to the 
numerous crises the country faced, the ―state has over the years thoroughly penetrated and controlled 
society in the name of ensuring economic growth‖ (ibid., 19), becoming ―an interventionist state that 
reduces the power of the civil society‖ (ibid.). This mode of governance has become negative and 
unpopular5 over time because Singaporeans feel that they are not allowed much participation in civil 
debates, and fear of reprisal from the authorities has resulted in ―a depoliticised citizenry‖ (ibid., 41) who 
avoid airing their views in order to escape government censure. This has led to a certain level of social 
apathy amongst Singaporeans because they feel that there is little they can do to effect social change. 
Over time, the government‘s policy of ‗pragmatism‘ ―has also penetrated the consciousness of the 
population and has come to serve as the conceptual boundaries within which Singaporeans think through 
significant portions of their daily life‖ (ibid., 68), and this is why Singaporeans have sometimes been 
stereotyped as people who are focused on the material aspects of their lives and on achieving upward 
social mobility.  
The second issue to note is Singapore‘s uncertain beginnings as a small sovereign nation has led 
to the government placing great emphasis on economic prosperity and progress, meaning that a reductive 
idea of happiness has been promoted by the state, where better living conditions, housing and 
technological forms of modernization are viewed as tangible gains citizens accept in place of having 
greater political say and intervention. The provision of material and economic satisfaction by the state can 
thus be viewed as a form of tacit control aimed at eliminating social dissent, and this has tended to leave 
little room for the arts and other more intangible forms of social provision, such as spiritual fulfilment or 
personal development, just to list two examples. However, there are rapid signs that the state‘s attitude 
                                                          
5 The unpopularity is reflected by the PAP‘s loss in electoral seats: ―In 1981, [the PAP] lost a single seat in a by-election, the 
first since 1968. Subsequently its electoral support declined in each successive election in 1984, 1988 and 1991, from a 




towards the arts has been changing, at least on the surface, and this is discussed in the State Policies with 
Language Development section below. 
Population and Other Key Statistics 
Singapore has a total population of approximately 5.08 million people living in a land area of 692.7 
square kilometres. Being a multiracial country, four main ethnic groups reside here and they are the 
Chinese (74.1%), Malay (13.4%), Indian (9.2%) and others (3.3%)6. Singapore is also a secular state that 
allows the practice of all moderate religions, and the main religions here are Buddhism (42.5% of the total 
population), Islam (14.9%), Taoism (8.5%), Hinduism (4%), Catholicism (4.8%) and other Christian 
denominations (9.8%). A wide variety of languages and Chinese dialects are spoken here, and primary 
language use is as follows: Mandarin (35%), English (23%), Malay (14.1%), Hokkien (11.4%), 
Cantonese (5.7%), Teochew (4.9%), Tamil (3.2%), other Chinese dialects (1.8%), and others (0.9%). (All 
the preceding statistics are from the 2000 census.) The country enjoys one of the highest Gross Domestic 
Products (GDP) per capita in Southeast Asia, reaching USD$51,600 in 2008 despite the global economic 
crisis, and there is also a high literacy rate of 92.5% measured when citizens are age 15.7 The significant 
thing to note from these statistics is that despite English being the official first language in Singapore, a 
greater percentage of the population are actually Chinese-speaking (35% as opposed to 23%), and the 
literacy rates for Chinese and Malay languages (32% and 19.8%) are also higher than English (16.4% and 
2%) when comparing residents who said that they are only literate in a single language (according to 
statistics from the 2000 census, some residents responded that they are monolingual).  
Multilingualism in Singapore 
Multilingualism is a characteristic feature of Singapore‘s society, and the result of both historical 
migration patterns and official governmental policy. Due to Singapore‘s strategic geographical location 
along major trade routes, people of different races and languages came to live and work together, and 
multilingualism arose as a result of daily interactions and the need for communication between different 
                                                          
6
 According to the Singapore Census 2010, available online at: http://www.singstat.gov.sg/pubn/census2010.html (accessed 
Oct 31, 2010). 
7 Source: CIA---The World Factbook, updated October 27, 2010.  Available online at: 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sn.html (accessed Oct 31, 2010). 
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language communities. This process was considerably accelerated during British colonial rule: the 
predominantly Malay ethnic profile of the Singapore of the early nineteenth century was significantly 
altered by the influx of Chinese immigrants from China, and Indian indentured labourers mainly from the 
Tamil Nadu region of India. The result was that a plurality of languages flourished, with each race 
acquiring varying degrees of ability in speaking more than its own primary language. It must be noted 
that the Chinese immigrants who came to Singapore did not speak Mandarin but various Chinese dialects 
which varied according to the province in China that they came from, the most common being the 
Hokkien, Teochew and Cantonese dialects.  
The notion of multilingualism took on a different shape after Singapore‘s separation from the 
Malaysian Federation in 1965. The main political power, the People‘s Action Party (PAP), faced the task 
of managing a new nation with the potential to split along racial lines. English was chosen as Singapore‘s 
first language and the main medium of instruction in schools as it was a ‗neutral‘ language which did not 
connote privilege for any racial group. It was also chosen for its ‗pragmatic‘ qualities, for the ―primacy of 
English was rationalised entirely on…its utility for… economic development‖ (Chua, 1995: 65). 
Mandarin was introduced as a common language to efface different geographical clan loyalties and 
promote harmony within the Chinese community; Malay and Tamil were maintained as the languages for 
Malay and Indian people. A second language, or mother tongue component was introduced into the 
Singapore education system in the late 1970s with the aim of keeping future generations in touch with 
their cultural roots and communal values, and also ―to combat the penetration of ‗undesirable‘ Western 
values‖ (ibid.). From the late 1970s, students were thus learning English in schools as their first language, 
followed by their own mother tongue---Chinese, Malay or Tamil--- as their second language. Thus, 
multilingualism was no longer a natural development but an issue of official post-independence 
governmental policy, and the language education policies that the PAP pursued after 1965 resulted in a 
state-reinforced form of bilingualism among the younger generations.  
State Policies with Language Development  
As mentioned, the development of post-independence Singapore was mainly focused on its economic 
development, industrialization and the material wellbeing of its citizens, because ―the PAP strategy for 
nation-building is pragmatic‖ (ibid., 59). It is no exaggeration to say that the PAP‘s policies often favour 
17 
 
what is considered ‗practical‘ and ‗necessary‘ for the country to progress, and the key indicators the 
government uses to measure the population‘s wellbeing are almost always tangible (economic) ones like 
income, housing, vehicle-ownership, education level, et cetera, just to list a few examples. Intangible 
factors that also contribute to a person‘s overall life satisfaction, such as emotional well-being, stress 
levels, spiritual fulfilment, artistic development, et cetera, are not usually taken into consideration because 
these are considered less quantifiable than the former, and according to the PAP‘s prioritising, also less 
important. This is why the PAP placed virtually no emphasis on the arts in the first thirty years of the 
nation‘s history, viewing it as a ‗luxury‘ that the young nation-state could not afford, and the arts took a 
backseat to economic development. This changed in the late 1980s when the government realised that 
more had to be done in order to ensure that Singapore retained her competitive edge, and decided to 
transform the island-state into a cosmopolitan global city (see Poon, Holden and Lim, 2009: 361). This 
meant that there was the need to develop the arts in a bid to attract foreign talent who were used to living 
in cities that had vibrant arts scenes, and I thus find it ironic that Singapore‘s decision to develop the arts 
was also a practical one based on economics8.  
This led to the setting up of the National Arts Council (NAC) in 1991, a governmental body 
whose main function is to ―spearhead the growth of the arts in Singapore and to make it an ‗integral part‘ 
of life‖ (ibid., 362). The NAC launched awards like the Cultural Medallion Award (Singapore‘s highest 
honour for Arts achievement), the Singapore Literature Prize, the Golden Point Award, the Young Artist 
Award and the Creative Arts Programme (see Poon, Holden and Lim, 2009: 362) to encourage and 
reward practising artists. They also offered arts funding in the form of bursaries, publishing and travel 
grants to artists as a form of encouragement, as monetary aid was essential in helping the artists to 
subsidise and offset the high costs of pursuing the arts in Singapore.  
Patronage Systems/Models of Writing 
The Creative Arts Programme (CAP) is worth elaborating on, as almost all the contemporary poets 
interviewed in my sample have been part of the CAP, either as mentors, mentees, or both. It is a year-long 
programme where young aspiring writers are paired up with older, more established (and published) 
                                                          
8 It is a decision based on economics because the attraction of foreign talent was to boost Singapore‘s economy, competitive 
edge and overall earning power/gross domestic product.  
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writers to help the former develop his/her creative talents. This is offered across all three genres of 
writing (fiction, poetry and drama) in all four official languages, and is targeted at the young who are 
between fourteen to seventeen years of age. The Mentor Access Project is an eighteen-month mentorship 
programme where an established writer is paired up with an older writer (above eighteen years of age) to 
offer guidance on creative writing. Both the CAP and MAP are the NAC‘s efforts at nurturing 
Singapore‘s creative talent, but how effective both programmes have been would be analysed in further 
detail later.   
 It is interesting to note that the PAP approached the development of the arts with the same 
‗pragmatism‘ used in the economic development and industrialization of Singapore, turning what is 
usually considered organic and intangible into ―a potentially lucrative commodity around which an 
industry could be cultivated‖ (ibid. 361). This suggests that the arts in Singapore have been commodified 
right from inception, and this situation was arguably worsened in 2000 with the publishing of the 
Renaissance City Report: Culture and the Arts In Renaissance Singapore, which detailed how 
Singapore‘s government envisioned the country to be developed into ―a global city for the Arts and 
creative industries.‖ (ibid.) This resulted in the building of the Esplanade: Theatres on the Bay, which cost 
Singaporean taxpayers SGD$600 million, and to many artists and art critics, the Esplanade has been 
considered the key symbol of art‘s commodification and commercialization in Singapore.9  
 One of the reasons why the arts in Singapore might not have flourished as much as the 
government would have desired could be due to the issue of censorship, which has never been fully 
resolved. Since the 1990s, the government has pledged to relax censorship levels so as to allow more 
artistic freedom, but several key incidents have revealed that this was not really true (see Poon, Holden 
and Lim, 2009: 363). There have been frequent ―bans and crackdowns on websites and public events 
that... have to do with politics, sexuality, race and religion‖ (ibid.), and artists have faced censorship as 
well. Alfian Sa‘at related two examples of censorship he had experienced in an interview10, where a scene 
                                                          
9 ―[T]he state‘s conception of the Esplanade in its present incarnation was an unabashed embrace of the commercialisation of 
the Arts and tantamount to sounding a death knell for more experimental, alternative and less bankable indigenous artistic 
efforts‖ (Poon, Holden and Lim, 2009: 362). 
10 Alfian related these instances of censorship in an interview with Sun2Surf, the online version of Malaysian newspaper The 
Sun, available online at: http://www.sun2surf.com/article.cfm?id=48824 (accessed Oct 31, 2010).  
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he wanted to include in his play ―was considered sensitive and [they] had to pull it out‖ because it was 
about how ―Malaysia decides to cut the water supply to Singapore.‖11 The second instance was when his 
―application [for a government publishing grant for A History of Amnesia] was turned down with no 
written explanation‖ because he had ―included poems on ISA [Internal Security Act] detainee Chia Thye 
Poh [who] had spent 32 years in detention under the ISA.‖12 When asked in the same interview if he had 
gotten in trouble with the law over his views, Alfian replied that while he has ―never broken any law... [he 
has] issues with censorship‖ because ―in Singapore, the process of making art comes under so many 
regulations. There are so many guidelines [the artists] have to subscribe to,‖13 and this limits their 
creativity.  
Another example would be the case of Ng Yi-Sheng, whose mentorship in the Creative Arts 
Programme (CAP) was axed by the Ministry of Education (MOE) just one month after he began.14 
According to the newspaper report, ―Ng asked the ministry for an explanation but received none… [and 
he] thinks he had been replaced due to his involvement in political and gay rights activism.‖ Ng‘s 
experience led prominent local playwright Haresh Sharma to remark, ―Artists need to be more careful 
about what they say and do in public,‖ revealing that they are subjected to censorship by the authorities. 
All this shows that the Singapore government has not relaxed its strict censorship standards, 
particularly on issues of sexuality and political relations with neighbouring countries. There is still a 
lacuna between what the state has declared it is going to do and what the writers feel is the actual 





                                                          
11 Ibid.  
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
14 According to The Straits Times article ―Education Ministry Drops Arts Mentor‖ by Adeline Chia on Oct 3, 2009.  
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Chapter 3 Exploring the Intrinsic Factors of Poetry Production 
Having put together a composite picture of what Singapore is like as a society from various viewpoints in 
Chapter 2, I would now like to move on to the focus of my research, namely exploring the cultural 
anthropological factors that have led to the production of English poetry in Singapore.   
Questionnaire Construction  
As the responses collected from the email questionnaires and oral interviews form the primary data that I 
used for research analysis, it is important to explain how the questionnaire was formulated, and the 
reasons behind the choice of questions.  
As this research project wishes to explore the socio-cultural conditions that have led to the 
writing of contemporary English poetry in Singapore, the questions asked in the questionnaire not only 
have to touch on the relationship between the artist and the work, but also include the external 
environment or conditions the work was created in, and the manner in which audience reception has had 
an impact on the work. These four elements of artist, work, external environment and audience reception 
sharing a relationship is derived from M. H. Abrams‘s The Mirror and the Lamp (1953), where he states 
that there are ―[f]our elements in the total situation of a work of art... [which form] this framework of 
artist, work, universe, and audience‖ (Abrams, 1953: 6). Abrams illustrates this with a diagram, which is 
shown below. I have also added into Abrams‘s diagram the kind of theories which he identifies as having 
arisen from interactions between the various elements. 
 
Figure 1: M.H. Abrams‘s Diagram15  
                                                          
15 Adapted from M H Abrams‘s diagram (1953: 6) 
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Abrams generalizes the possible ways of ascribing a function to art in terms of three relations: to 
the artist, the audience, and the world of reality that inspires art. The three relations enable him to 
categorize art theories as either expressive, pragmatic or mimetic in primary orientation.  A fourth theory 
that results is what he terms objective. Mimetic theories explain how the work of art imitates reality; 
Pragmatic theories view art as having an effect on the audience, be it pleasure or instruction; Expressive 
theories regard the work of art as the creative outward manifestations of the internal thoughts and feelings 
of the artists; Objective theories consider the work of art on its own, measuring its significance and value 
against itself and not in relation to the three other elements (Abrams, 1953: 7-29).  
Abrams‘s ideas were useful to me in the questionnaire formulation because he maps out how the 
work of art in question forms different relationships with the artist who produces it, the audience who 
consumes it, i.e. reads and reacts to it, the universe which influences its production, and the textual 
practice of writing itself, all of which help me explore the different factors that contribute to poetry 
production in a particular culture. Furthermore, when considered together, these four sets of relationships 
offer a holistic and comprehensive mode of studying how an art work is being produced in a specific 
context, in this case Singapore. I used these four broad categories to guide me in devising the questions 
that constituted my questionnaire. 
There is a way of extending the logic of Abrams‘s diagram by adding one more component or 
element to the set of relations he posits: that of the relationship between an art-work and the art-form it 
aligns itself with, including its conventions, history and generic features. This has been done by several 
commentators, such as Roman Jakobson and Laurence Lerner. The version I have chosen to use is 
derived from Rajeev S. Patke, and it is diagrammatised as follows:  





Figure 2: Art Axis Diagram16  
As shown in the above diagram, the addition of the extra component, ―Art‖, gives to the type of 
discussion (and my questionnaire) the added scope for clarifying how a given art-work relates to its own 
generic laws and their historicity. The various axes (one to eight) chart the multitude of relationships the 
four factors of Art, Artist, Reality and Audience have with one another, and these relationships helped me 
formulate further ideas for the questionnaire.  
Applying all this to my questionnaire, the four orientations that result from the four-cornered 
diagram are as follows: the first part of the questionnaire comprises four sections that reflect the four 
relationships identified above, namely Poem-Author, Poem-Tradition, Poem-Reality and Poem-Audience. 
The questions in these four sections focus on what I would term intrinsic factors that propel a poet to 
write, meaning his/her personal reactions and responses to what inspired him/her to write poetry. Poem-
Author covers questions on what motivates the poets to engage in the craft; Poem-Tradition asks the poets 
how they view their form of poetry in light of past poetic traditions; Poem-Reality deals with questions on 
                                                          
16 Rajeev S. Patke,―SENI 2004 as process, product, and practice". SENI: Singapore 2004: Art & the Contemporary, 
Singapore: National Arts Council, 2004, 206-16.               
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subject matter; Poem-Audience touches on the issues of implied audiences and the actual reception of the 
work.  
Some examples of questions in these four sections include, but are not limited to, ―What are the 
factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, etc.?‖, ―What do you 
regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in poetry?‖, ―What is your 
attitude towards free verse?‖, ―What is ‗subject matter‘ to you?‖, and ―Who do you write for? Is there an 
implied audience in mind when you write?‖  
The purpose of the questions in the first four sections is to build up as accurate a picture as 
possible of the personal motivating forces that lead each poet to write English poetry in Singapore. These 
four sections that comprise the first part of the questionnaire are followed by a second, which also has 
four sections. The second part focuses on what I term the extrinsic factors17 that have led to poetry 
production in Singapore, these being external social factors that are specific to Singapore, such as state 
policies, the relationship amongst poets and their decisions to write. This second part of the questionnaire 
is significant to my project because my research is interested in exploring the cultural anthropological 
reasons behind how and why poetry gets created in Singapore: thus questions that are specific to 
Singapore‘s socio-cultural context are necessary.  
The four headings under which my questionnaire is organized in the extrinsic context are 
Multilingualism, State Policies with Language Development, Patronage Systems/Models of Writing, and 
Networks of Relationships. The first comprises questions on issues to do with why the poets decided to 
write in English despite Singapore‘s multilingual policy; the second covers the impact of governmental 
policies on their writing; the third inquires into how mentorship schemes, both official and personal, 
might have aided in their craft; the fourth investigates the writers and traditions that they identify as 
influences on their writing.  
Some of the questions found in these four sections include: ―With multilingualism in Singapore, 
why do you choose to write in English and not your own native language?‖, ―How do factors like 
government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?‖, ―Do you have role models?  Do 
                                                          
17 Extrinsic to art, according to Wellek and Warren‘s distinction in Theory of Literature (Wellek and Warren, 1949: 73).  
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you learn from imitation?‖, and ―Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of 
vocation?‖ 
Analysis of Questionnaire and Interview Answers 
After all the email questionnaires and oral interviews were completed, I tabulated all the answers given 
and used that as primary data for analysis. As all forms of socio-cultural reasoning place individual taste, 
critical and value judgements in the context of cultural formations, what the poets value, why they value 
their craft, and their choice of writing styles are all not matters of pure personal opinions or beliefs; they 
have been affected and shaped by how they were educated, what social strata they lived in, what they 
aspired to in terms of social and cultural values, just to list a few key influences. Thus, analysing the 
questionnaire and interview answers given by the poets is engaging in a form of literary anthropology 
similar to Bourdieu‘s, because my analysis aims to reveal the particular socio-cultural factors in 
Singapore that has influenced the contemporary poets and their craft.  
Combining and contrasting other secondary materials gathered from existing sources with this 
primary data, the rest of this Chapter and Chapter 4 documents my critical analysis of the answers given 
by the poets, and my reading of how the production of English poetry in Singapore has been directly 
affected by the unique cultural and social conditions found here. The rest of Chapter 3 examines the 
answers to the questions on intrinsic factors found in the first part of the questionnaire, whereas the 
responses to the questions on extrinsic factors found in the second part of the questionnaire are analysed 
in Chapter 4.  
Poem-Author 
In this section of the questionnaire I am interested in exploring why poets choose to write poetry rather 
than any other literary form such as drama, short stories or novels, and what their motives might be for 
writing. Their answers are then critically analysed in order to develop my hypotheses about the socio-
cultural factors that might have contributed to their responses.  
Almost all the poets interviewed indicated that they enjoyed reading poems from a young age, 
and felt a particular affinity with poetry. Many of them said that they began writing poetry after being 
introduced to it in school (e.g. Alvin Pang and Aaron Lee), or after they were inspired by a poem/poet 
that they had read (e.g. Boey Kim Cheng, who was inspired by Keats‘s ―To Autumn‖ when he was 
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fourteen). The fact that almost all these poets first encountered poetry in school reveals that a number of 
them probably attended top-tier schools that were strong in the English language curriculum, as these 
schools actively focused on and promoted English literature in the past. Here, one must be aware that 
even though English is the official first and working language in Singapore, the majority of the population 
are actually more conversant in their mother tongues or dialects (this was especially true in the past), as 
shown by the census entitled ―Trends in Language, Literacy and Education in Singapore,‖ part of 
Singapore‘s 1980 Census of Population18, which revealed that only 6.2% of the total population spoke 
English in 1980, whereas 44.6% of the population spoke Chinese dialects, 14.5% spoke Malay and 2.6% 
spoke Tamil (Tay, 1984: 21). Considering that as late as 1980, the situation in Singapore was that ―for the 
majority of the population, the exposure to English and Mandarin... [was] still very limited or even non-
existent‖ (ibid., 49), not many schools taught English literature, as their students‘ command of English 
might not be competent to begin with.  
As far as their educational background is concerned, most of the interviewed poets had indeed 
attended ―top‖ education institutions in Singapore. Alvin Pang, Aaron Lee, Alfian Sa‘at and Yong Shu 
Hoong attended Raffles Institution and Raffles‘ Junior College; Madeleine Lee went to Raffles Girls‘ 
School (primary and secondary); Felix Cheong studied at St Anthony‘s Boy School and St Joseph‘s 
Institution; Ng Yi-Sheng and Toh Hsien Min were students at Anglo Chinese School; Cyril Wong 
attended Temasek Junior College. Besides being considered the top education institutions in Singapore, 
most of the above mentioned schools are also known to be more Anglicized, that is, the students attending 
these schools tend to come from wealthier, middle-class English-speaking families19. While I am not 
postulating that there is a definite correlation between the schools that the poets had attended and their 
family backgrounds (in terms of social class and income level), what I am suggesting is that the poets did 
                                                          
18 This is the third Census of Population that Singapore conducted post-colonialism/independence. The first two were 
conducted in 1957 and 1970. I chose to use the 1980 Census rather than earlier or later census to indicate that as late as 1980, 
neither English nor Chinese were widely in use, and dialects were still the dominant languages spoken in Singapore.  
19 In Tay‘s 1980 census ―Trends in Language, Literacy and Education in Singapore,‖ she noted that ―the reported use of 
English as principal household language seems to clearly indicate socio-economic status: in households with incomes under 
$500 a month, only 3.1 per cent reported using English, whereas in households with incomes over $2,000 and over, 24.1 per 
cent reported using English‖ (Tay, 1984: 28). 
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have access to a more privileged education, and it was this that introduced them to reading and writing 
poetry. 
Even if the kind of schools attended do not actively reflect class issues, what it does establish is 
that English literature and poetry are not ‗accessible‘ forms of knowledge that are widely available to 
everyone, and the poets have only encountered it because of their privileged educational start. This is why 
poetry is considered by many to be elitist, both in terms of writing and readership, because the art form 
bespeaks a general exclusion of the masses that do not have access to it (the key to access being an 
education in the top schools in this case, which would equip one with the language skills and also 
introduce one to poetry). This issue of elitism is analysed further in Chapter 4, but here it might suffice to 
say that in their interview responses, it is apparent that the poets take their educational backgrounds as a 
given, and do not seem to realise that the schools that they had attended had actually played a part in 
forging their current vocations as poets. 
This is best shown in the case of Felix Cheong and Heng Siok Tian, who responded to the 
question of why they chose to write poetry with answers like ―Poetry chose me‖ (Cheong and Heng) and 
―You can call [poetry] a divine gift‖ (Cheong), answers which have to be read critically. In Distinction 
(1984), Bourdieu points out that a natural ‗gift‘ or ‗eye‘ for the arts does not exist, as ―the art-lover‘s 
pleasure, presupposes an act of cognition... [and] cognitive acquirement‖ (Bourdieu, 1984: 3), which is 
achieved through education. Thus, unlike what their answers suggest, poetry did not select these poets to 
be their scribes; it was the particular advantageous educational background that these poets came from 
that had introduced them to this literary form, and this subsequently embarked them on their writing 
paths. The fact that these two poets responded in this way demonstrates how some poets tend to 
romanticise their reasons for writing, and their naturalisation of poetry as ―a divine gift‖ also evokes 
Bourdieu‘s idea of how ―it is in the interest of the bourgeoisie to conceal the fact that its artistic 
competence has been learned so... [it] can be used as a basis of social distinction‖ (Robbins, 1991: 120).    
When asked why they had chosen poetry over other literary forms like short stories, fiction or 
drama, several of the poets expressed the view that they had experimented with different literary forms 
such as short fiction and drama before they recognized that poetry was their preferred form. The reason 
for this, according to Aaron Lee, is that to him poetry offers ―form specific challenges,‖ namely having to 
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express a complex idea in a short, concise and impactful way. I find the responses given by the poets to 
be sometimes surprising or contrary to my hypotheses. Aaron Lee and Alvin Pang claimed that they 
preferred poetry because it ―employs a broader palette of colours and range of rules‖ as compared to 
conventional prose. However, almost all the twelve poets interviewed choose to write solely in free 
verse20, which is the poetic form that has the least ‗rules‘ to follow. If the poets truly enjoyed the 
challenges of form as they claimed, they might have shown a greater desire to experiment with all the 
various poetic forms in their published works, and not just confine themselves to free verse, which serves 
to limit their oeuvre.  
Reading the works of Singapore‘s contemporary poets, one notices that the poems they write are 
almost always in free verse, have no rhyming pattern, and are all relatively short i.e. usually no longer 
than two sides of a page. In their published works and poems submitted online, long poems like epic 
poetry or ballads are hardly if ever attempted, and they also do not seem to ever work with fixed poetic 
forms like sonnets, villanelles, haikus, limericks, blank verse, elegies, terza rima verse, just to name a few 
formal choices. This evidence thus questions the claim of enjoying ―form specific challenges‖ in writing. 
The next logical question one might ask is: what exactly is it about poetry that attracts contemporary 
Singaporean poets who write in English? 
Besides the appreciation for language and admiration for its rhythmic qualities (which all the 
poets profess), another possible answer could be that poetry is attractive because it has long been 
considered a ‗cultured‘ and ‗high-brow‘ art form. One returns to the idea of poetry being an elitist art 
form, because its difference in form and structure from prose and drama has given it a reputation of being 
both challenging to compose and difficult to comprehend. This is why many perceive poetry to be a more 
elevated and ‗high-brow‘ literary form as compared to prose and drama, and view poetry to be more 
inaccessible and confounding than the former two. This has been discussed by Goh, where he describes 
the ―installation of Anglophone poetry [in ex-British colonies] as a definitive (official or semi-official, 
                                                          
20 I am aware that a small number of the poets have written in other poetic forms besides free verse. Felix Cheong has 
experimented with writing dramatic monologues in his third poetry volume Broken By The Rain (2003) and Yong Shu 
Hoong has published haikus in his works as well. However, I am trying to make the point here that free verse is the most 
commonly used poetic form by the contemporary Singaporean poets in most of their published works, and it is also the form 
that they most naturally turn to when it comes to crafting new poems. 
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elite, high-culture) literary form... reinforced by its contrasts with the often plebeian, protean... novel and 
short story‖ (Goh, 2006: 24). This could be a reason (both conscious and unconscious) why poetry is the 
most attractive literary form to my group of poets, especially when viewed in light of Singapore‘s 
colonial past, when poetry was portrayed as being an elite component of British education. Writing poetry 
is thus an emblem of overcoming this colonial past, because Singaporean writers are now able to inhabit a 
genre that was previously the exclusive domain of the colonial masters. With that in mind, the choice to 
only write in free verse by the poets then seems to me a case of them wanting to come to a compromise, 
i.e. to be considered part of the elite by engaging in the most ‗complex‘ literary form (poetry), but yet at 
the same time selecting the verse form governed by the least rules (free verse) so that they would not have 
to contend with the complex rules of the more structured verse forms.  
In his essay ―On the Nation‘s Margins: The Social Place of Literature in Singapore,‖21 Philip 
Holden has elaborated on the history of literary studies in Singapore, revealing that literature was in fact a 
tool of colonisation used to produce ―surrogate Englishmen by the colonial state‖ (Holden, 2000: 35), 
because ―the study of English literature was perceived as a powerful factor in inculcating a sense of 
national identity‖ (ibid., 22). Considering this, it would be ironic that the contemporary poets find the 
poetic form the most attractive due to its elite nature, because it was the precise creation of elite classes 
by the British that helped perpetuate colonial power, what Macaulay had called ―a class who may be 
interpreters between us and the millions whom we govern; a class of persons, Indian in blood and colour, 
but English in taste, in opinions, in morals, and in intellect.‖22 
I have also observed that some of the poets often give lengthy and elaborately crafted answers in 
their responses to justify their choice of vocation, but this elaborate type of explanation did not always 
convince me that some part of it might not be a matter of taking a grand or romantic view of their choices. 
For example, Alvin Pang claimed that he found ―the divide between genres [like prose, poetry and drama 
to be] largely outmoded, deceptive, commercially oriented and unnecessarily limiting.‖ However, this 
                                                          
21 Philip Holden, ――On the Nation‘s Margins: The Social Place of Literature in Singapore,‖ Sojourn, Vol. 15, No. 1 (2000): 
30-51.  
22 Thomas Babington Macaulay‘s ―Minute on Indian Education‖ (1835), available online at: 
http://www.english.ucsb.edu/faculty/rraley/research/english/macaulay.html (accessed Dec 20, 2009). 
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makes me ask the question: If that were truly so, why did he not embrace the other literary forms and 
write fiction or drama creatively as well, since there is supposedly no real difference between the genres 
for him? Their way of tackling such issues alerted me to how the poets seemed to find numerous reasons 
in order to justify their choice of poetry (specifically their choice of free verse in poetry), when the truth 
could be that perhaps they either do not really know why they write poems, or they gravitate towards the 
literary form simply because it is the most elite and ‗high-brow‘ one, but are reluctant to admit this.  
The responses given by the poets bring Bourdieu‘s idea of reproduction strategies to mind. In 
Distinction (1984), Bourdieu had written that reproduction strategies are ―the set of outwardly very 
different practices whereby individuals or families tend, unconsciously and consciously, to maintain or 
increase their assets and consequently to maintain or improve their position in the class structure‖ 
(Bourdieu, 1984: 125). While I acknowledge that Singapore does not have an overt class system unlike 
France, Bourdieu‘s notion of how individuals attempt to use reproduction strategies to improve their 
social positions is still applicable in Singapore‘s context. In the case of the poets, it can be argued that the 
contradictions I found between their responses and what they actually publish is a sign of their reluctance 
to acknowledge their engagement in reproduction strategies, or it is also possible that they are 
unconscious that they are doing so.  
Analysing all the questionnaire and interview responses from the Poem-Author section carefully, 
I have made three other inferences that are useful in further revealing why poetry is the most preferred 
form amongst the twelve poets.  
In their questionnaire and interview answers, some poets mentioned that time was actually a 
factor that led them to write poems. Cyril Wong wrote that he ―tried short stories and plays but they took 
too long to say what [he] wanted to say‖; Ng Yi-Sheng said that Singaporean writers ―write poetry 
because [they] have no time to work on novels‖ and poetry is ―the form of literature that can be finished 
most efficiently and succinctly per unit‖; and Alfian Sa‘at wrote his first volume of poetry One Fierce 
Hour while he was juggling a hectic schedule at NUS medical school. This leads me to make my first 
inference, that the lack of time, and having to live in a fast-paced modern society like Singapore has made 
poetry the most popular creative medium of choice, because Singapore‘s busy way of life does not 
encourage other forms of creative writing, like novels or drama, which require much longer gestation 
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periods. Ong Sor Fern, former literary editor with The Straits Times, indicated a similar conclusion in an 
interview published in Dr Ronald D. Klein‘s edited volume (Volume 8 ) from the Interlogue series 
(Interlogue: Studies in Singapore Literature. Volume 8: Interviews II. Ethos Books, 2009). As a journalist 
who has written about the contemporary literary scene from the mid-1990s, she talks about how ―writing 
is not seen as like (sic) a viable career you can live by in practical Singapore,‖ and poetry remains the 
most popular creative medium of choice amongst Singaporean writers because ―you could basically rough 
out a poem quickly [as] it‘s compressed and you can get to the point very fast.‖ (Klein, 2009: 175-6)23 
Ong points out two other characteristics of Singapore society---‗practicality‘ and ‗efficiency‘---
that are useful in making my second conclusion on why contemporary writers prefer poetry over other 
genres. As Chua elaborates in Chapter Two ―Reopening ideological discussion‖ of Communitarian 
Ideology and Democracy in Singapore (1995), the ‗pragmatic‘ direction focused on economic 
development that the Singapore government chose post-independence is an ideological system that not 
only ―specifies the ways whereby society is structured, but also how it is taken up and adopted by 
individual members [of society]‖ (Chua, 1995: 44). This is why it has ―penetrated the consciousness of 
the population‖ (ibid., 68) over time, and characteristics such as ‗practicality‘ and ‗efficiency‘ have 
become values that Singaporeans have internalised as ―common-sense knowledge‖ (ibid., 47).  
As such, it is reasonable to suggest that even more so than in most parts of the world, writing is 
not considered a proper career choice in Singapore because it is not lucrative, unlike banking or medicine, 
and this is why individuals who choose to write often have to do it as an auxiliary activity or hobby, on 
top of having a day job. This is why poems are the most attractive creative form that writers gravitate to 
as they take the least time to complete, allowing individuals to juggle both the practical demands of work 
and their interest of writing. As it is not socially conventional in Singapore to be a full-time poet or writer 
because one cannot support oneself as a writer, many poets like Madeleine Lee, Toh Hsien Min, Aaron 
                                                          
23 Ong‘s full statement reads: ―[S]omehow these writers all just gravitated towards poetry. I think it was also because 
writing is not seen as like (sic) a viable career you can live by in practical Singapore. So if you have a day job, it takes a lot 
of dedication and determination to sit down and write long form fiction. Even a short story takes a lot  of time, whereas you 
could basically rough out a poem quickly. A lot of the poets that I talked to... mentioned that they liked the form because 
they have little time to write something, and it‘s compressed and you can get to the point very fast... I suppose this 
generation wants things immediately, because we grew up in the boom times so we‘re very impatient. We grew up with an 
efficient system. ― (Klein 2009: 175-6)            (Klein, 2009: 175-6) 
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Lee and Heng Siok Tian currently maintain full-time, high-paying day jobs as a banker, lawyer and 
teacher respectively, and others like Alvin Pang, Yong Shu Hoong, Felix Cheong and Cyril Wong also 
devoted many years to working in the civil service (Pang) and private sector (Yong, Cheong and Wong) 
before being able to move on to full-time freelance writing. 
Expediency (which is often masked as or mistaken for efficiency)24 is yet another characteristic 
that Singapore society encourages and values due to the government‘s policy of ‗pragmatism‘, and poetry 
is arguably the most expedient creative writing form not only because ―you can get to the point very fast‖ 
(ibid.) like Ong mentioned, but also because it is more possible to turn out numerous poems than 
numerous short stories/fiction/dramas in the same period of time. This might make poetry seem more 
‗efficient‘ because one seems to get higher returns in terms of the number of works composed for the 
same time investment, and this is perhaps why Singaporean writers gravitate towards it.  
 My third inference is that poetry might be popular with many young writers in Singapore because 
it the most dissimilar to ‗work‘. Of all the twelve poets interviewed, three are teachers, three write 
commercial prose and journalism articles for a living, three are bankers, one is a playwright, one is an 
editor of a government publication and one is a doctoral student. Looking at the occupations of all twelve 
individuals, it is likely that generating prose pieces---be it in the form of articles, financial reports, lecture 
notes, academic essays, or play reviews---is a daily part of their jobs. Poetry as an art form is far removed 
from what they might think of as work, and it is perhaps this distance from work that makes it attractive 
as a creative medium of expression. As Pang says, ―Prose can feel too much like a desk job sometimes.‖  
Moving on to the key reasons and motives for writing, it is interesting to note that for all the poets 
sampled, writing poetry is important to them as it is a key form of self-expression and of making sense of 
the world around them. Many of them began writing as a way of ‗working out‘ what they think and feel 
about a particular issue (Lee Tzu Pheng, Boey Kim Cheng, Aaron Lee, Alfian Sa‘at), of working through 
personal difficulties that they were facing in their lives (Boey Kim Cheng and Heng Siok Tian), of 
                                                          
24 Singapore society puts a high prize on what it terms ‗efficiency,‘ but here I am making a distinction between ‗efficiency‘ 
and ‗expediency‘ because the former is a kind of virtue whereas the latter is a form of cynicism, and what Singapore values 
is actually expediency. Singaporeans often mistake speed and haste for ‗efficiency,‘ but there is no value in rushing through 
a task just for the sake of being quick, and most often than not, mistakes are made along the way and the work produced is 
not of optimal quality. This is one example of Singapore society‘s flawed value system that has not been widely 
acknowledged thus far, but that should be.  
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documenting their experiences (Alvin Pang, Aaron Lee, Ng Yi-Sheng, Yong Shu Hoong and Madeleine 
Lee), and some even write because of personal vanity. Ng Yi-Sheng admits that ―a lot of the motivation 
[for writing poetry] is the praise I get---I‘m very much an attention-seeker‖; and Yong Shu Hoong reveals 
that his motives for writing ―started off with the urges to become a poet‖ when he was in his 30s because 
―it seemed, at that time, a cool idea to be a poet.‖  
As can be seen, all the twelve poets are motivated to write poetry for highly personal reasons, and 
this is reflected in their work as well. Almost all the poems crafted by the poets tend to focus solely on 
personal experiences and emotions, with the exception of the following three poets: Lee Tzu Pheng, a 
poet from the pioneer generation who has written on national themes such as modernisation and nation-
building in Singapore; Boey Kim Cheng and Alfian Sa‘at, both of whom will be discussed in further 
detail later. The personal focus in the poetry of the contemporary generation stands in contrast with the 
earlier generation of poets like Edwin Thumboo, Arthur Yap, Robert Yeo, and Kirpal Singh, whose works 
seemed to balance personal reflections with astute commentaries on pressing social and national issues. 
As Thumboo once mentioned, ―the poet‘s problems and celebrations are those of his society‖ (Thumboo, 
1985: 12), but this does not seem to be a view shared by the contemporary generation of poets.  
This seems to suggest that there are differences in the reasons for writing between the earlier and 
the contemporary generations of poets in Singapore. The pioneer poets choose to act as a voice for society 
in their poems, compared to the contemporary poets, who largely eschew writing about national issues or 
centralizing social commentary in their works. When they do write about Singapore, what features in their 
poems are observations of life in the city-state, and the depictions tend to be personalised, contemplative 
and neutral (see Poon, Holden and Lim, 2009: 373-4). As Robbie Goh has observed in ―Imagining the 
Nation: The Role of Singapore Poetry in English in ‗Emergent Nationalism‘‖25, these contemporary poets 
exhibit ―an orientation away from the macro-themes and discourses of the nation towards individualised 
interrogations of what it means to be ‗Singaporean‘‖ (Goh, 2006: 22).  This stands in direct opposition to 
the earlier generation of poets, whose poetry Goh considers to have ―played a central role not only in the 
development of a national literature in Singapore... but also in the articulation of a kind of national 
                                                          
25 Robbie Goh, ―Imagining the Nation: The Role of Singapore Poetry in English in ‗Emergent Nationalism,‘‖ The Journal of 
Commonwealth Literature, Vol. 41, No. 2 (2006): 21-41. 
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consciousness...for an emergent nationhood‖ (ibid., 21). The fact that the younger generation of poets 
focus a lot more on the ‗self‘ in their poetry thus means that their work does not attempt to generalize 
about Singaporean social issues, nor do they set themselves to act as speaking voices for Singaporean 
society.  
In his book The Continuity of American Poetry (1961), Roy Harvey Pearce writes about the 
American poet‘s struggle to reconcile the contrasting desires of creative expression with making accurate 
social commentary, what he terms reconciling ―the impulse to freedom with the impulse to community‖ 
(Pearce, 1961: 5). The failure of the poet to achieve such reconciliation then gives rise to two different 
kinds of poems: ―Adamic‖ poems that speak on behalf of society and ―mythic‖ poems that are mere 
artistic expressions, unreflective of what is going on in the community. To Pearce, the poet should not 
just be an individual that creates art through language, but should also fulfil an Adamic function in 
relation to his or her society.  
If we consider the answers given by most of the twelve poets and notice how they all tend to 
focus on the ‗self,‘ it then becomes apparent that they do not attempt to fulfil the Adamic function that 
Pearce writes of, as they do not speak on behalf of the people or write about social issues. This is in direct 
contrast to the pioneer generation of poets like Lee Tzu Pheng, Arthur Yap and Edwin Thumboo, whose 
poems actively reflect what was going on in Singaporean society at a particular point in time (consider 
Lee‘s ―My Country and My People‖, Yap‘s ―2 mothers in a h d b playground‖ and Thumboo‘s ―Gods 
Can Die‖ and ―Ulysses by the Merlion‖ as examples.)26 In this way, the earlier generation of Singapore‘s 
poets seemed to have reconciled ―the impulse to freedom with the impulse to community‖ (ibid.), and 
they have acted as the mouth pieces of the people, resisting the drive of the state. 
This then makes one wonder why the contemporary generation of Singaporean poets writing in 
English tend to focus more on themselves and their interiorised thoughts and experiences as individuals. I 
                                                          
26 Here, it is important to highlight the distinction between poets who engage in social commentary through their poems and 
poets who are writing about landmarks and places in Singapore without including social insight. The latter type of poems 
was what led Lee Tzu Pheng to conclude that Singapore ―poetry [was] in the doldrums‖ in a 1999 interview, because as 
Cyril Wong explains in his essay ―Nationalism and Interiority: Reflections on Singaporean Poetry from 1980s to 1990s,‖ this 
kind of poetry ―offered little socio-cultural insight into the places and the social concerns that such places implied, beyond 
the literary gestures and allusions that [the poets] utilised to capture their chosen subjects‖ (See Wong‘s full essay in Sharing 
Borders: Studies in Contemporary Singaporean-Malaysian Literature II page 216). Here I wish to make the point that only 
poets who engage in social commentary fulfil the Adamic function as defined by Pearce. 
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have analysed the available literature on the contemporary poets and come up with two possible reasons 
for the loss or denial of the Adamic function in this generation of poets (this excludes Lee Tzu Pheng, 
who is treated as among the preceding generation of Singaporean poets). The first reason is Singapore‘s 
relative economic stability and prosperity in the years the poets were growing up, especially for the poets 
who were born from the 1970s onwards. This sense of the nation‘s economic success meant that they 
experienced considerably less hardship and instability in their lives as compared to the older generation of 
Singaporeans and the pioneer group of poets (who lived through events like Singapore‘s separation from 
Malaya and racial riots in 1964 and 1969), and thus their poetry is less focused on national issues, but 
more centred on their personal thoughts and experiences. Further, some have said that the generation 
which grew up during Singapore‘s boom years of the late 1970s and 1980s have had a comfortable time 
due to the nation‘s growing prosperity27, which is why they tend to be more self-centred, and this self-
centredness can be said to be reflected in the subject matter of their poetry. 
The second reason why the contemporary generation of poets largely does not fulfil any Adamic 
function is due to the anxiety of influence that they feel. This generation of contemporary poets grew up 
reading the poetry of Edwin Thumboo, Lee Tzu Pheng and Arthur Yap, and chose to differentiate 
themselves by writing differently from these Singaporean literary pioneers. Cyril Wong remarked in an 
interview with Klein that ―reading [the earlier generation of poets] made me want to write in a way that 
was very different from them. It was a conscious choice.‖ (Klein, 2009: 211). Alvin Pang said that he 
―did grow up... not wanting to write like certain local poets‖ because he did not wish to replicate the same 
themes and subject matter in his own poetry; instead, he wished to forge his own unique style and poetic 
voice. Interestingly, Ng Yi-Sheng, who is eight years younger than Pang and the youngest poet in the 
group of twelve sampled, mentioned in his questionnaire response that he wished to ―rebel against the 
cool docility and disenchanted yuppie themes of the Alvin Pang era‖ in his poetry. As can be seen, the 
Bloomian anxiety of influence is evident among the contemporary generation of Singaporean poets, with 
                                                          
27 Angelia Poon has written that ―Alfian [Sa‘at] is part of an emerging generation of new, young writers in Singapore whose 
consciousness has been shaped by the relative affluence and state-driven culture of post-1965 and independent Singapore‖ 
(Poon, 2005: 121-5). 
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each poet struggling against the influences of precursors, as he/she strives to differentiate him/herself 
from the literary forbearers by producing work that is novel and different.  
When one views the contemporary poets as a collective generation, this difference comes in the 
form of interiorised, personal meditations on the self and the self‘s experiences, as opposed to the larger 
national and social themes favoured by the poets from the pioneer generation. This is why Gwee Li Sui, a 
fellow contemporary poet, has termed the poems of his generation as ―[t]he New Poetry of Singapore‖ 
(Gwee, 2009: 236). In his essay of the same title, he lists how contemporary Singapore poetry underwent 
―no fewer than eight modes of transformation‖ (ibid., 241) in the 1990s and 2000s, including ―self-
differentiating styles of observation and writing‖ (ibid.) and a focus on ―basic, personal, and existential 
subject matters‖ (ibid.) in order to ―renew the form of the nation‘s poetry‖ (ibid.), making it uniquely 
different from the works of their literary predecessors.  
The only two contemporary poets in my sample of twelve who can be said to fulfil the Adamic 
function are Boey Kim Cheng and Alfian Sa‘at, and I attribute this to the fact that they are not afraid to 
articulate the discontentment and dissatisfaction that they feel with Singapore‘s social system. Boey left 
Singapore for Sydney in 1997 as he felt disillusioned with the state of cultural politics here, and this 
makes him very aware of the flaws in Singapore‘s social system. Despite leaving, he cannot seem to 
exorcise Singapore and its attendant issues from his poetry, and his poems continue to draw on his 
memories of Singapore for inspiration (see Patke and Holden, 2010: 179-80). Alfian Sa‘at can be 
described as an individual who struggles with issues of ―alienation‖28 in Singapore because he is Malay 
and not of the Chinese racial majority, and this makes him more sensitive to social inequalities, producing 
tensions that are reflected in his poetry as protest and rebellion against mainstream Singaporean society 
(see Poon, Holden and Lim, 2009: 365). Alfian has constantly been viewed as a ‗rebel‘ figure (see Patke 
and Holden, 2010: 184-5), and compared to the other contemporary Singaporean poets, he exhibits 
considerably less interest in marketing himself as an international poet or playwright, and this is probably 
                                                          
28 In an essay ―The Racist Apology,‖ Alfian Sa‘at writes about the difficulties of living as a Malay minority in Singapore, 
because ―‗integration is not assimilation', [and] tolerance is a failure in understanding.'‖ All this leads him to feels ―a 
creeping sense of alienation, of redundancy‖ in his own country. Available online at: 




because he is highly conscious of the implications of writing in English in Singapore, and also of the 
politics of a Malay writer writing in English.29  
In her essay ―Performing National Service in Singapore: (Re)imagining Nation in the Poetry and 
Short Stories of Alfian Sa‘at,‖30 Angelia Poon argues that Alfian‘s work boldy ―addresses the political 
and cultural realities of life in Singapore‖ (Poon, 2005: 121), and his work is ―overtly political... [because 
it] illuminate[es] the blind spots in [Singapore‘s] official narrative of nation‖ (ibid., 122). By creating 
counter ―narratives [that] question, resist and problematize the state-imposed vision and versions of 
nation often so unthinkingly and uncritically internalized‖ (ibid., 136), Alfian is arguably acting as the 
speaking voice of society because his work challenges the monolithic narrative drawn up by the state. 
Together with Lee Tzu Pheng, these three poets stand apart from the rest of the contemporary 
Singaporean poets because they demonstrate greater self-consciousness, their works tend to engage with 
current social issues that Singaporeans are facing, and in these ways, these three poets fulfil their role as 
Adamic poets in Singaporean society. 
Poem-Tradition 
In this section of the questionnaire, I investigate the relationships and attitudes that the poets reveal 
towards poetic tradition, and attempt to find out how they see themselves in relation to poetic traditions 
and conventions. I also ask the poets about writing in free verse, of the freedoms, limits or challenges that 
comes with it, and if they have considered writing in other verse forms. As before, their answers are 
critically analysed in order to highlight the socio-cultural trends that are occurring in the contemporary 
Singaporean poetry scene. 
 When the poets were asked about their attitudes or relations to the idea of a tradition or 
convention in poetry, a wide variety of answers resulted, ranging from nuanced awareness of poetic 
traditions (Lee Tzu Pheng and Boey Kim Cheng) to an absolute disregard for the historical and literary 
historical dimension of the writing process (Madeleine Lee and Yong Shu Hoong). The two poets whose 
                                                          
29 See Alfian‘s 16 November 2008 personal blog entry on ―The Malay Writer Rewriting In English,‖ available at: 
http://www.blurty.com/users/sleepless77/?skip=20 (accessed December 20, 2009). 
30 Angelia Poon, ―Performing National Service in Singapore: (Re)imagining Nation in the Poetry and Short Stories of Alfian 




responses reflected the most awareness and sensitivity towards literary traditions are Lee Tzu Pheng and 
Boey Kim Cheng. Besides the fact that Lee belongs to the pioneer generation of Singaporean poets, and 
shows a different attitude towards literary traditions, I surmise that their educational background (both 
obtained their bachelor‘s and doctoral degrees in English literature) and vocations as educators are factors 
that would have contributed to their awareness.  Lee lectured at the National University of Singapore 
(English literature) for many years before her retirement in 2001, and Boey is currently Senior Lecturer at 
the University of Newcastle (Creative Writing).  
 This issue of poetic tradition is significant because art does not exist in a vacuum, but in reaction 
to or continuous with preceding artistic trends and with some awareness of literary history. The question 
of poetic traditions was posed to the poets in an attempt to find out more about their literary influences 
and inspirations for writing, and the fact that most of them displayed a dismissive attitude towards literary 
tradition alerted me to three issues.  
The first is that these poets seem to display a certain level of confidence in their craft, as the 
majority of them do not take literary traditions into consideration at all while writing. They do not feel 
any anxiety with regards to what has preceded their own work in the literary canon, because they feel that 
their work can hold its own in comparison to other work that has already become part of the literary 
canon. This is a view supported by Gwee, who writes that contemporary Singaporean poets 
―extravagantly challenged the interpretive authority of the academic world by often working against 
convenient formulations of Singaporean poetry and its theorisations based on earlier writings and existing 
concepts‖ (Gwee, 2009: 241). This confidence shown by the contemporary generation of poets is 
interesting because it stands in contrast to the uncertainty felt by the pioneer generation of Singaporean 
poets, who asked themselves many questions on what it means to write, to be a poet and be part of a 
larger literary tradition (see Chan, 1999: 56). In a 1997 interview with Felicia Chan, Lee Tzu Pheng noted 
the difference between her peers and the younger generation of writers.31  
                                                          
31  In the interview with Chan, Lee had remarked: ―I think there is a certain confidence now about writing about our 
experience as Singaporeans or our living in Singapore. I see it in the work of our younger writers... [who are] more confident 
than all the soul-searching of the earlier generation. The young... speak their minds... and they are much more confident 
talking about these things. They don‘t feel that there are certain things they should not put in their poetry or that somebody‘s 




The contemporary generation of Singaporean poets stands apart from the pioneer generation 
because its members exhibit a lot more confidence in their own poetry, and part of this confidence is 
demonstrated through an absence of pressure to craft their work to follow literary traditions and 
conventions. This leads me to my second insight, which is that contemporary Singaporean poets feel 
confident in disregarding literary traditions because Singapore‘s colonial past and subsequent postcolonial 
struggles are not important issues to them, in contrast to the pioneer generation. Issues that the pioneer 
generation had agonized over, like history, the struggles of forging self-identity after being influenced by 
years of British colonial rule, the use of English as the coloniser‘s language, the anxiety of not being good 
enough to be a poet in English and being accepted by a Western literary tradition, are all of little or no 
interest to the contemporary poets. This is true even for the poets born in the 1960s when Singapore was 
experiencing the struggle for independence (Heng Siok Tian, Madeleine Lee, Felix Cheong and Yong 
Shu Hoong).  
 Thus, poets like Alvin Pang, Felix Cheong, Ng Yi-Sheng, Aaron Lee and Cyril Wong all express 
the view that if one has to consider literary traditions in one‘s writing at all, they are at best a guidepost . 
What is more important is that a poet should break these conventions and create poems that are different 
in order to deliberately ―frustrate any sense of a definite [literary and] Singaporean canon‖ (Gwee, 
2009:241). To them, literary traditions are only important insofar as they have ―distilled…the main 
strengths in [the] genre; in technique and craft,‖ but what is of greater significance is that the poet uses 
these ―tools [to] break new ground in his writing.‖(Aaron Lee) 
 Some might argue that contemporary Singaporean poets choose to ignore literary traditions and 
conventions only in the sense that they choose to remain ignorant of them, or because they do not wish to 
be judged by the literary conventions of past epochs. From my reading of secondary materials and 
interactions with these poets, most of them (with the exception of Madeleine Lee and Yong Shu Hoong, 
who do not come from a literary background as they majored in commerce and computer science 
respectively, and each of whom has an MBA) not only come from literature backgrounds, but some of 
them had attended universities like York, Oxford and Columbia, so it is highly unlikely that they are 
ignorant of literary traditions and conventions. On the contrary, because most of them have studied 
literature at the undergraduate level, the fact that they choose to eschew any considerations of literary 
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conventions while writing then takes on added significance, and I interpret this to be a form of self-
confidence in their poetics. It is debatable if the confidence these poets exhibit is well-placed or to be 
ascribed to egotism, as such readings would depend on one‘s subjective attitude to their work, but 
notwithstanding that, I would maintain that there is definitely a sense of confidence demonstrated in their 
attitudes and poetic works.  
 My third and last insight with regards to literary traditions is that the contemporary generation of 
Singaporean poets no longer looks to British literature as the main source of literary influence and 
traditions, despite the fact that British literature is still the cornerstone of literary studies in Singapore 
universities32 and in Singapore‘s public perception.33 It seems that to the contemporary poets, the cultural 
hegemony of British literature experienced by the pioneer generation of poets has been increasingly 
challenged. When asked questions about literary conventions, it was interesting to note that for half the 
poets, literary traditions no longer only refer to the conventions of British literature, but have expanded to 
include the literary traditions of America and Asia (the Philippines, Indonesia and China). With the 
growth of the American literary canon in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the surge of postcolonial 
writing in Asia, Africa and the Caribbean, and the increasing availability of Chinese literature in 
translation, this diverse range of literary influences on contemporary writers has challenged the previous 
dominance of British literary traditions in the field of writing. The result is that British literature no longer 
occupies a central position in terms of literary influence, and British literary conventions thus have 
considerably less impact on contemporary English poetry production in Singapore now than they might 
have had in the past. This supports my second inference that the contemporary poets seem to have really 
moved beyond Singapore‘s colonial and postcolonial issues and influences, as they now view various 
types of literature as being part of the overall literary canon and tradition. This is partly made possible by 
                                                          
32 Take the English literature degree in the National University of Singapore (NUS) for example. Up until today, every 
student who majors in the subject has to complete four compulsory modules in British literature, with two modules focusing 
on pre-1800 British literature in order to graduate successfully. No such requisite is made for any other types of literature 
(such as American or Asian), thus showing that British literature is still the cornerstone of literary studies in NUS now. 
33 In the same article mentioned above, Holden had also made the point that ―[m]ore than thirty years after Singapore‘s 
independence... literature still seems very much associated in public perceptions with canonical British literature, rather than 
a growing body of Singaporean and Southeast Asian writing in English‖ (Holden, 2000: 31). 
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globalisation, as the advent of the internet, cheaper travel and online bookstores have made all this 
information and other literary texts easily available to the writers.  
 The poets were also asked in this section of the questionnaire what their attitudes were towards 
writing in free verse, of the limits/challenges/freedom of creating works in free verse, and if they had ever 
considered writing in alternative poetic forms. Some of the insights derived from this section overlap with 
those given earlier, the most significant being that free verse is the unanimous poetic form of choice that 
all the twelve poets in my sample favour, and they see no contradiction in how they profess to enjoy 
poetry for its challenges in form, yet select the poetic form that has the least rules and restrictions to write 
in. 
 In their responses in this section, there are many contradictions between what the poets say and 
what I observe to be occurring. For example, in his response, Alvin Pang claims that he has ―a restless 
mind and write[s] about all sorts of things, in all manner of styles,‖ and this is because he ―tend[s] to tire 
quickly of any one form even a ‗free verse‘ form.‖ However, as noted earlier, almost all of his published 
poems are in free verse, and do not exhibit any of the experimentation in poetic forms that he claims to 
constantly engage in. The same observation can be made of some of the other sampled poets from their 
questionnaire responses, such as Aaron Lee and Ng Yi-Sheng. This leads me to wonder if the 
contemporary generation of poets are eager to be seen as being experimental in their craft, as they always 
speak extensively about how they have engaged with different forms of poetry in their writing, but a 
crosscheck across their published work reveals that their use of poetic forms is more limited than what 
they claim or might like it to be.  
 This contradiction between their perception of the experimental and creative range of their works 
and the reality that their published works are actually limited to short, meditative poems written (solely) 
in free verse, alerts me to three things. First, the contemporary generation of poets do not always have an 
accurate view of themselves and their craft, and need to prove themselves capable of writing in different 
poetic forms. While they are not apologetic for their favoured choice of free verse, there is a strong sense 
they wish to make the point that they are fully capable of crafting poems in other poetic forms, and that 
their writing in free verse is a personal choice and not an indication of the lack of skill.  
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 Secondly, the contemporary generation of Singaporean poets have all come to view free verse as 
their ‗default‘ poetic form of choice, to the point that it has become ―such a staple that you can‘t imagine 
life without it‖ (Ng Yi-Sheng). Ng uses the analogy of how asking a local poet about his attitude towards 
free verse is akin to ―asking a Singaporean what his attitude is towards rice,‖ and his choice of imagery 
indicates that free verse has become the poetic ―staple‖ that most if not all contemporary Singaporean 
poets turn to without much thought. One possible reason for this is an extension of a point made above, 
namely that writing poems, especially short free verse poems, fits best into Singapore‘s hectic, modern 
lifestyle, and free verse gives the poet the most room for self-expression as it is the form least governed 
by literary rules.  
Even if this reason is valid, it is still interesting that contemporary Singaporean poets 
unanimously favour free verse, which leads me to my third point. Aaron Lee has remarked that all poets 
need to ―find [their] own voice[s] to convey what [are] ultimately individualized life experiences,‖ but if 
all these ―voice[s]‖ come in the same form, does that then suggest that the contemporary poets exhibit a 
certain degree of uniformity? Chua Beng Huat has remarked that individualism is ―difficult in Singapore‖ 
(Chua, 1995: 179) because the government‘s ―continuing emphasis on a strong ideological consensus 
tends to constrain an individual‘s ability to formulate different opinions… [and] the vocabulary for 
opinion formation is already greatly delimited‖ (ibid.). This is perhaps why Singaporeans have often been 
criticised for being a nation of highly socially conforming people with a predilection for following the 
crowd, but one usually expects a country‘s artists or writers to be different and more individualistic. 
However, if all of the nation‘s contemporary poets show no variation in choice of poetic form while 
claiming that poetry represents their ―individualized life experiences,‖ this seems to suggest that they are 
part of rather than distinct from Singapore‘s general mindset of conformity, along with the rest of society. 
In this way, the contemporary poets are emblematic of Singapore‘s larger society, and scarcely aspire to 
fulfil an Adamic function in their works (except in the cases of Lee, Sa‘at and Boey). 
From my analysis, contemporary Singaporean poets seem to have varied understandings of what 
―free verse‖ is, and their definition of the term also seems to differ from what Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot 
specified it to be. Contrary to what the name suggests, free verse is not totally exempt from all literary 
rules and restrictions (even though it is still the most ‗free‘ poetic form as compared to the rest), and one 
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cannot write anything one wishes and brand it as free verse. To Eliot, ―no verse is free for the man who 
wants to do a good job‖ (Eliot, 1957: 31) because ―the ghost of some simple metre should lurk behind the 
arras in even the 'freest' verse... [as] freedom is only truly freedom when it appears against the 
background of an artificial limitation‖ (Eliot, 1965: 187). As such, there is no such thing as absolutely 
free verse because one needs ―an artificial limitation‖ in order to truly appreciate the ―freedom‖ of the 
verse. This, however, does not seem to be what most of the contemporary local poets understand by the 
form.  
Indeed, only Lee Tzu Pheng, Boey Kim Cheng and Alfian Sa‘at exhibit an awareness of Eliot‘s 
point. For the other poets in my sample, free verse is viewed as a ―truly free‖ (Aaron Lee) form with ―no 
limits‖ (Cyril Wong), and the poets have taken their own liberties with the form. Robert Frost has 
famously mentioned that ―Writing free verse is like playing tennis with the net down,‖ but many of the 
poets in my sample do not seem conscious of this metaphorical net when they are writing. This is 
evidence that the contemporary poets have interpreted what constitutes ―free verse‖ according to their 
own definitions, transforming it into a poetic form that is truly liberated of all restrictions. 
That said, it must be pointed out that even though almost all the contemporary Singapore poets 
write solely in free verse, they do cover a wide range of topics and exhibit varying individual styles while 
crafting their free verse poems. The liberties that they have taken to interpret the poetic form according to 
their own definitions is viewed positively as a characteristic of poets belonging to the wave of ―New 
Poetry‖ (Gwee, 2009:236) in Singapore, as it is through the ―challeng[ing] of known conventions of 
writing and socially dormant values‖ (ibid., 240) that the contemporary poets managed to achieve the 
―eight modes of transformation [in Singapore poetry]‖ (ibid., 241) that Gwee enumerates in his article. 
Poem-Reality 
I am interested in finding out what constitutes subject matter for the poets in this section, and whether 
their choice of subject matter is conscious or unconscious. More importantly, I am keen to discover if the 
poets feel that their works reflect any Singaporean issues, or if they are general meditations on universal 
problems. The relationships between the subject matter of the poems and the reality that inspired them are 
significant because they reveal the readership that the poets have in mind, and they are also indicative of 
the attitudes that the poets bring to their writing. 
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 Almost all the poets responded that they did not have any particular subject or topic that they 
liked to write about in their poems, and their choice of subject matter was mostly unconscious. To them, 
whatever they feel keenly about makes for good subject matter, because interest in a topic is the best 
inspiration for crafting their poems. From their responses, I surmised that their motivations for writing 
poetry come mostly from documenting personal observations or reactions towards things that they have 
encountered in their daily lives, and thus subject matter for most of the contemporary poets stems from 
issues to do with the ‗self.‘  
This point is further evidenced when the poets were asked whether their poems reflected any 
local issues or were they meditations on more universal problems, and if there was anything distinctly 
―Singaporean‖ about their poems. Most of the poets responded that their work did not reflect any 
specifically Singaporean themes or issues, but if they had to relate it to Singapore, what their poems do 
reflect is ―a certain Singaporean sensibility‖ (Yong Shu Hoong), which I understand to mean a tangential 
background relation to Singapore due to the fact that the poets have lived and worked in Singapore for 
most of their lives. Madeleine Lee said that she ―[does] not write about current Singapore issues unless it 
is wrapped around something [sic]‖ (Klein, 2009: 95). Poets like Cyril Wong and Yong Shu Hoong go so 
far as to say that they hope that their poetry reflects universal issues and not Singaporean ones, and Yong 
Shu Hoong tries to achieve this by consciously effacing the Singaporean elements in his poems. He 
openly admits that he changes local terms like ―HDB‖ (Housing Development Board) to ―public housing‖ 
in his poems in order to make his work more accessible to foreign readership, and he acknowledges that 
in the writing process, he is always mindful of how ―a non-Singaporean would be able to understand [his] 
poems,‖ thus revealing that he keeps a foreign readership in mind. 
These responses by the poets lead to the following three inferences which address the relationship 
between poetry and reality in contemporary Singaporean poetry. First, contemporary Singaporean poets 
seem to eschew writing about Singaporean subject matters in favour of more ecumenical topics. This is a 
reflection of the increasingly cosmopolitan lives that the poets lead, as well as an acknowledgment of ―a 
more cosmopolitan domestic audience and the need to engage trends in poetry elsewhere in the world‖ 
(Gwee, 2009: 241). The choice to write on more universal subject matters is also in line with the poets‘ 
desires to become more well-known on the international stage, which is perhaps why they participate 
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frequently in writer‘s festivals and writing workshops all over the world, and are keen to have their works 
published in international anthologies and publications.  
Compared to the contemporary generation, the pioneer generation of Singaporean poets did not 
have such ambitions to become well-known as writers internationally, which is why they embraced their 
roles as Adamic poets and wrote on a wide range of local topics. The difference in choice of subject 
matter between the two generations of poets is a fitting reflection of the changing times they live in, as 
Singapore is now a globalised and cosmopolitan city-state, and this allows the contemporary poets to 
assimilate into an international style that is also transnational. Thus, while Edwin Thumboo wrote that a 
writer can enlarge his audience... by accepting ―a number of functions… [such as]... explain[ing] his 
society, bring[ing] into focus the forces… which move society‖ (Thumboo, 1970: 3-4) in 1970, his views 
are no longer accepted by the contemporary poets today. The current ‗taste‘ that is being cultivated 
regards writing about nation-building as anachronistic and ‗uncool,‘ which shows that the habitus the 
contemporary poets inhabit differs from that of the pioneer generation of poets in the 1970s.  
This leads me to my second observation, which is that the English found in the poetry of 
contemporary Singaporean poets differs greatly from the spoken English in Singaporean society today, as 
well as the English used by the pioneer generation of poets. Chapter 4 has a section where the issue of 
Multilingualism in Singapore is analysed further, but here, I wish to make the point that the use of 
English by the contemporary generation of Singaporean poets is unreflective of how English is being used 
or spoken by the general public in Singapore, and by the pioneer generation. The English used by the 
contemporary poets is almost always what is considered ―Standard English,‖ i.e. with no inclusion of any 
local inflections, dialects, vernaculars, or slang, whereas the English used by the pioneer poets tended to 
be more ‗colourful,‘ varied and reflective of how Singaporeans really speak and use the English language. 
While other critics and sociolinguists have noted that people from bilingual societies tend to engage in 
code-switching and code-mixing (see Patke and Holden, 2010:36, for example), and this is what occurs in 
Singaporean society as well, (as documented by the pioneer generation of poets like Arthur Yap), the 
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contemporary poets do not reflect any element of Singapore‘s code-switching or use of Singlish34 in their 
writing.  
The richness in linguistic variance and culture that Singapore exhibits is significant because 
―linguistic diversity and language group identity are elements closely associated with national building 
and nation development in multilingual states‖ (Kuo, 1976: 36), and the fact that this is not exhibited by 
the contemporary poets in their writing means that they are not participating in or continuing the act of 
nation development through the construction of Singapore‘s ‗national literature.‘ Thus, even though 
Gwee argues that the ―New Poet[s]‖ (Gwee, 2009: 236) ―strove to renew the form of the nation‘s… 
literature, by… broaden[ing] the linguistic and emotional registers tied to… traditional Singaporean 
poetry‖ (ibid., 241), I find this part of his argument to be unconvincing because the linguistic registers 
used by the contemporary Singaporean poets seem to be more limited rather than varied, as compared to 
the pioneer generation of poets.  
The poets have reflected that the general Singaporean public does not read nor appreciate their 
poems, and statistics do show that Singaporeans are not the most avid readers of literature35, much less 
poetry. A number of the poets in my sample have lamented this situation with the Biblical phrase, ―A 
prophet is never accepted in his own land and by his own people,‖36 and I find it needlessly self-flattering 
that they have used this analogy to describe their situation. The actual situation may be quite different 
from what the poets claim, because I do not think that the Singapore public view writers as prophets, and 
their choice of analogy once again reveals their ego and how some of the poets like to romanticise the 
situations they are in.  
Poem-Audience 
                                                          
34 Singlish does not follow the usual grammatical and syntactical structure of English, and also includes words from 
languages and dialects like Malay, Chinese, and Hokkien. This is why Singlish is not considered ‗Proper English‘ in 
Singapore, and might prove more difficult for non-Singaporean readers to comprehend.  
35 A National Library Board survey conducted in 2008 revealed that Singaporeans‘ most-commonly borrowed books were 
chick lit (fiction written for young women), horror and books adapted into movies, followed by travel guides and cook 
books. Source: The Straits Times, Dec 31, 2009. 
36 The actual Biblical verse comes from Mark 6:4, which reads: "A prophet is despised in his own country, and in his own 
house, and among his own kindred."  
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In this section of the questionnaire, I asked the poets if they wrote with an implied or ideal audience in 
mind, and how the issues of posterity and recognition impacted their writing. Most of the poets responded 
that they did not have an implied audience in mind when they wrote, but if they had to describe one, they 
would prefer their ideal audience to be poetry lovers or poets like themselves, as this would ensure that 
their works were best appreciated and not misinterpreted. The responses to the next question, whether 
they wrote for posterity, divided them into two groups. For the first group of poets like Lee Tzu Pheng 
and Boey Kim Cheng, writing for fame, recognition and posterity were the furthest things on their minds, 
as poetry, for them, is an exercise in self-expression, and they do not engage in the craft to be famous. 
Their humility stands in stark contrast to the second group, where fame and posterity are the key reasons 
and motivating factors for writing. Ng Yi-Sheng admitted that he ―write[s] for attention, mostly,‖ Yong 
Shu Hoong has remarked that ―the aspiration of writers is... leaving a legacy behind,‖ and Felix Cheong 
goes so far as to assert that ―The writer who claims he doesn‘t write for posterity and/or recognition is 
either a liar or has camouflaged his true intentions.‖ From this, it is apparent that fame, recognition and 
posterity are key motivating factors for this second group of poets, and this leads me to propose the 
following observations about Singapore‘s contemporary poets. 
 For this second group of contemporary poets who view posterity as one of the motivating factors 
for pursuing their craft, one reason why recognition and fame are particularly important to them is 
because while poetry is not a well-paid or highly-regarded vocation in general, this is particularly true in 
Singapore due to the government‘s ‗pragmatic‘ focus on economic-development, which has affected 
society‘s social perceptions and priorities in turn, as discussed by Chua in Communitarian Ideology. In 
the absence of monetary benefits, the next best reward would be garnering fame and acknowledgment for 
their work. Ng Yi-Sheng said that ―[r]ecognition of a certain genre of [his] writing does encourage [him] 
to explore it further,‖ and this alerted me to the idea that poets might develop areas or genres of their 
writing that are receiving the most attention or recognition, because they view it as an indication of their 
adroitness at it. While there is nothing wrong in playing to one‘s strengths, a problem that emerges from 
this is that the writing of poetry could become ‗commercialised‘ to a certain extent, meaning that the 
poets could be tempted to only produce work of the kind most likely to gain recognition, and this is a 
plausible situation when one considers how it is an individual‘s ego and vanity that is being appealed to.  
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 As mentioned earlier, the subject matters chosen by the contemporary poets tend to be more 
cosmopolitan and universal in nature, as opposed to being focused on Singaporean issues, and this is a 
reflection of the cosmopolitan lives that they lead now. With globalisation and the ease of travel, the poets 
have also been introduced to a wider international readership and friendships with foreign writers, and 
this is a positive phenomenon because ―the friendships forged with… writers abroad [helped] to bring 
new ideas and perspectives to [their] own writings‖ (Gwee, 2009: 241). The poets have also remarked 
that foreign readers seemed to have a better understanding and appreciation of their work. In an interview 
with Klein, Cyril Wong said that he ―feel[s] like an outsider‖ and ―a bit marginalised [in Singapore]‖ 
because his work is not ―responded to in a more intelligent way,‖ as Singaporeans often pigeonhole him 
with the singular response that ―he is a gay poet‖ (Klein, 2008: 227). These responses from local readers 
frustrate Wong, because they stand in great contrast to the responses he receives at international literary 
festivals, where he ―feel[s] as if everyone understood every word that [he] was saying and can ask [him] 
very intelligent questions about [his work]‖ (ibid.). 
 The enthusiastic response from international readers is perhaps why many of the contemporary 
poets maintain an active personal webpage or weblog that lists all their published works, articles written, 
existing press coverage and awards that they have won,37 as this is a good way for them to keep their 
foreign readers updated. When asked why they maintained such a webpage, all of the contemporary poets 
(that had webpages) replied that one needs to have web presence if one wishes to be taken seriously as an 
international writer, and this was a common practice amongst many of the writers that they had met at 
international festivals. In the oral interview, Alvin Pang also spoke of feeling like a celebrity at 
international literary festivals when he had a crowd of a thousand listening to him read his poems, and he 
remarked that this made him feel that being an internationally-acclaimed poet provided him with positive 
validation that Singaporeans sadly deny their own poets. Perhaps it is this perception the contemporary 
                                                          
37 The poets that maintain active personal websites/blogs include Cyril Wong (http://cyrilwong.org), Felix Cheong 
(http://felixcheong.com), Ng Yi-Sheng (www.lastboy.blogspot.com and www.lastboy2005.blogspot.com ), Alvin Pang 
(http://www.verbosity.net/index2.html) and Alfian Sa‘at (http://www.blurty.com/users/sleepless77) (all accessed Dec 20, 
2009). The difference between Alfian‘s weblog and the other poets‘ websites is that he blogs about his opinions openly, even 
if they include topics that are socially sensitive and might potentially bring about a backlash from the authorities. Examples 
of these topics include incisive critiques of the Singapore government and its policies, racial inequalities, and the loss of 
vernaculars due to the overly aggressive promotion of the English language here in Singapore. 
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poets have that their works are not fully appreciated by most Singaporeans that encourages them to be 
more active internationally, but as I have pointed out earlier, the contemporary poets do not seem to 
realise that Singaporeans find it difficult to connect with their writing because the lack of linguistic 
variance and choice of more universal subject matters do not provide them with any sense of 
identification or connection.  
Here, I wish to point out that while it is positive that contemporary Singaporean poets are 
promoting themselves and Singapore poetry overseas, bringing Singapore literature onto the international 
stage, a possible problem that arises is that the image they are selling of Singapore in their poetry is not a 
fully ‗accurate‘ one. In reading the works of the contemporary Singaporean poets, the idea of Singapore 
that emerges is a somewhat bland and neutralised one, which is not culturally indicative or socially 
reflective of Singapore‘s complex and vibrant linguistic heritage. The use of Singlish, which is a highly 
unique Singaporean language, is almost completely effaced in their works, and there is also little or no 
mention of our unique political scene, which is single-party dominated since Singapore‘s independence in 
1965. The only elements of Singaporean life that are mentioned are prosaic quotidian features like the 
Housing Development Board (HDB) flats, our Mass Rapid Transit (MRT) train system, an occasional 
poem about the mythical tourist mascot the Merlion, and ruminations on the loneliness of urban city 
living. As most of these contemporary Singaporean poets do not fulfil the Adamic function in their works, 
their poetry is actually not an accurate reflection of how and what Singaporean society is like. Thus, if the 
argument is that they are helping to promote Singapore through its literature overseas, then the image that 
foreigners would have of Singapore from their poems would be an incomplete, neutralised and watered-
down one.  
A final issue is fellowship between contemporary Singaporean poets. Many of the poets have 
responded that their ideal audience would be fellow poets like themselves, because it is most likely that 
other poets would best be able to appreciate and not misread their works. Despite them saying this, they 
all responded during the interview process with the view that they generally do not allow fellow 
contemporary Singaporean poets to read and critique drafts of their published poems, and this is because 
they feel that it would be ―too sensitive‖ (Felix Cheong), as they all have egos of their own. I find this 
curious because once again, there is a disjuncture between what the poets say and their own practices in 
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reality, and in this particular case, the obstacle in the way is their sense of pride and possibly ego. This is 
also significant because almost all the contemporary Singaporean poets have described the local poetry 
scene as ―small,‖ ―close-knit‖ and ―supportive,‖ but since they do not share and critique one another‘s 
work, the fellowship they share seems to be only on the level of friendship and not on the craftsmanship 
level.  
During the interview process, it was also intriguing to note that half of the interviewed poets 
actually made numerous critical comments about the works of their fellow poets, but requested that their 
negative remarks be kept ‗off the record‘ immediately after they had made them, because they did not 
want their friendships to be affected. This made me wonder if there are hidden tensions in the overtly 
cordial relations between poets, such that even if they might all be friends in this ―close-knit‖ community, 
this does not extend to them being uncritical of each other‘s works from a writer‘s perspective. Thus, 
when the poets say that their ideal audience is fellow poets like themselves, this is probably true on the 
level of idea rather than practice, and the contemporary poetry scene in Singapore is perhaps lacking the 
vibrancy that comes from the cross-pollination of ideas when poets openly share their works with one 
another. 
While the contemporary poets mostly do not read the drafts of one another‘s poems, they do get 
inspiration from the friendships and time spent with one another, especially amongst poets who have 
grown closer as friends after travelling to literary festivals and going on reading tours together. An 
example would be Yong Shu Hoong. In his latest work From Within the Marrow, Yong had written in his 
end notes: ―A series of poems were inspired by and written during a reading tour with three other 
Singaporean poets---Heng Siok Tian, Toh Hsien Min and Yeow Kai Chai---to Denmark and Sweden in 
September and October, 2007. As part of the writing exercise, the opening lines of [my poems] were 
based on the ending lines of Siok Tian‘s… [and] Kai Chai‘s poems‖ (Yong, 2010: 53). As can be seen, 
the poets do derive inspiration from one another‘s works when they engage in ―writing exercise[s]‖ 





Chapter 4 Analysing the Extrinsic Social Factors 
This chapter aims to critically analyse and discuss the responses given by the twelve poets to questions on 
the extrinsic factors covered in the second part of the questionnaire. 
Basing my analysis on their responses, I identify and critique the socio-cultural factors in 
Singapore that seem most likely to have impacted their writing, and trace the predominant trends that 
characterize the contemporary poetry scene.  The four extrinsic factors that I discuss below are: 
multilingualism in Singapore, the relation of state policies to language development, patronage 
systems/models of writing, and networks of personal relationships.  
Multilingualism in Singapore 
Multilingualism is a characteristic feature of Singapore‘s society (as indicated in Chapter Two), and 
official governmental policy in the form of the bilingual education system that has resulted in students 
learning English as their first language, and their ethnic language (Chinese/Malay/Tamil) as their second 
language or mother tongue. Multilingualism usually refers to the ability to speak more than one language, 
but in Singapore‘s context, a distinction is made between what qualifies as ―language‖ and ―dialect,‖ and 
―bilingualism is defined not as proficiency in any two languages but proficiency in English and one other 
official language‖ (Tay, 1984: 5). 
 This idea of bilingualism in Singaporean society is reflected in the questionnaire responses of the 
contemporary poets, where all the poets interviewed responded that they were bilingual in English and 
either Mandarin or Malay. Even though most of them claim to be bilingual, it is worth noting that the 
majority admitted that they are more fluent in English than in their second language/mother tongue. The 
poets claimed that their relative fluency in English affected their choice of language for creative writing, 
reinforced by their relative lack of proficiency in the Chinese language.38 They indicated that they would 
have found it hard, if not impossible, to express themselves creatively in Chinese. Such situations could 
be attributed as unexpected and negative outcomes of Singapore‘s bilingual education policy, where  
                                                          
38 Eleven out of the twelve poets in my sample is Chinese, with Alfian Sa‘at being the only Malay, and he is not included as 
part of this majority as he is effectively bilingual and writes in both English and Malay. 
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greater emphasis has been placed on English rather than second language education,39 and the legacy of 
this educational system has been reflected in the linguistic abilities of ensuing generations of 
Singaporeans.  
 Singapore‘s educational emphasis on English rather than the second language has resulted in the 
contemporary poets‘ strength in the English language, which is why they chose to write their poems 
solely in English. While this is evidence that Singapore‘s bilingual education policy is flawed (because 
students end up being competent in one language instead of two, as the term bilingual suggests), one also 
needs to be aware of how being English-speaking in Singapore comes with its own specific set of positive 
social connotations. I have mentioned in Chapter Two that multilingualism in Singapore began as a 
natural consequence of different races living and working together, and only became cemented in 
Singaporean society when multilingualism was adopted as official government policy post-1965 as part of 
the ideology of ‗pragmatism.‘ According to Chua, ―cultural elements have been made to serve as 
handmaidens to the economic development effort, [and] this has been most apparent in the language 
policies… The primacy of English was rationalised entirely on the basis of its utility for… economic 
development‖ (Chua, 1995: 65).  
The choice of English as a ‗neutral‘ first language is thus a government decision, and English is 
an acquired tongue40 for three (Chinese, Malay, Indian) out of four (Chinese, Malay, Indian, 
Eurasian/Other) ethnic groups in Singapore, as they all have their own mother tongues.41 For a long time, 
                                                          
39 Examples of the primacy of English over the second language include how a student cannot be promoted to the next level 
of his/her studies or enter university if he/she fails English or the General Paper, but no such requisites are made for the 
second language. Also, students are only given a single chance for taking the English language exam, but up to three chances 
for taking the second language exam at both Ordinary and Advanced levels, and this reflects the government‘s seriousness in 
ensuring that students maintain a high standard of English as they are only given one examination chance to do well. 
Recently in late November 2009, Minister Mentor of Singapore, Mr Lee Kuan Yew, had also expressed his regrets at how 
the bilingual education policy of Singapore had not gone as well as he had envisioned in his days as Prime Minister of 
Singapore, and he had elaborated on the failings of the system in various interviews and newspaper reports. 
40Here, I am aware that Mandarin is also an acquired tongue for the Singapore Chinese, as almost all the Singapore Chinese 
spoke dialects until the Speak Mandarin Campaign was launched by the government in 1979, in order to promote the use of 
a single Chinese language over the use of multiple dialects. However, Mandarin is still related to the Chinese historically, 
whereas English is a total foreign language that was introduced simply because it will help fuel economic development.     
41 In Negotiating Language, Constructing Race, PuruShotam clarifies that the ―term ‗mother tongue‘ is commonly used in 
linguistic… terminology to refer to the first language that a language user learned as a child‖ (PuruShoram, 1998: 49). However, 
in Singapore‘s context, ―the most institutionalised meaning of ‗mother tongue‘… refers to a language that is socially identified 
with a particular ‗racial‘ group‖ (ibid., 50). Thus, Singapore‘s notion of ‗mother tongue‘ is socially-produced, and it differs from 




there was a division between what was termed the ―English-educated‖ and ―Chinese-educated‖ (for the 
majority Chinese race) in Singapore42, with the former being familiar with Western ideas and culture. 
This was partly because being skilled in the English language opened doors to occupations in foreign-
owned companies (both during colonial and post-colonial times), and this resulted in the perception of the 
―English-educated‖ and English-speaking individuals in Singapore as those who are cosmopolitan and 
‗cultured.‘  
The idea that English was the language of the elite in Singapore was particularly salient in the late 
1980s up until the 1990s, and this has been discussed by many other writers, linguists and sociologists. 
They include Shirley Lim, who writes that ―English became the language of elite professional groups. A 
mastery of English was deemed essential for economic success and social mobility‖ (Lim, 1993: 22); 
Cheah Yin Mee, who states that ―It is not a surprise to find more of the English educated in the upper 
middle class group and in better paying jobs‖43 (Cheah, 1996: 189); and David Bloom, in providing a 
comprehensive history of the English language in Singapore, posits that an English education was the tool 
of upward-mobility, because it ―enabl[ed] people to move into government and the [better] professions‖ 
(Bloom, 1986: 365).44  
 Since then, the patterns of language use in Singapore have evolved, and English is now widely 
used and accepted as both a lingua franca and as a medium of non-elite cultural expression. In fact, 
English has overtaken the prevalence of dialect-usage, which is why since 1991, the Speak Chinese 
Campaign has shifted its aim of encouraging Chinese-usage amongst dialect-speakers to English-educated 
                                                          
42 The ―English-educated‖ attended schools that were typically started by missionaries and were religious in nature. These 
included Methodist Girls‘ School, all Covent of the Holy Infant Jesus schools and Saint Joseph‘s Institution for example. 
Lessons in these schools were conducted in English even before the bilingual education policy enforced this rule. The 
―Chinese-educated‖ attended schools were begun by Chinese merchant associations or ―huay kuans,‖ and examples of such 
schools include the Chinese High School and Chung Cheng High School.  These schools conducted lessons in Mandarin 
until Singapore‘s bilingual education policy enforced the change to English.  
43 Cheah Min Yee, ―Language Learning or Culture Learning: English Literacy Lessons in a Singapore Classroom,‖ in Joyce 
E. James, ed, The Language-Culture Connection. Singapore: SEAMEO Regional Language Centre, 1996, 189-205. 
44 David Bloom, ―The English Language and Singapore: A Critical Study,‖ in Basant K. Kapur, ed, Singapore Studies: 
Critical Surveys of the Humanities and Social Sciences. Singapore : Singapore University Press for the Centre for Advanced 
Studies, 1986, 337-458. 
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Singaporeans.45 Despite this, there is still the lingering social perception that the English-oriented sections 
of society in Singapore constitute the wealthier elite part of Singapore, and this has had an impact on the 
public‘s perception of literature. As late as the 1990s, ―the public image of English-language literature 
had already been established… as impractical, ephemeral, elitist, Eurocentric, and juvenile‖ (Gwee, 2009: 
237). As the poets are engaged in the craft of producing English-language literature and they come from 
‗top‘ educational institutions, they are thus perceived as part of this ‗elite‘ group, and this has made it 
harder for average Singaporeans to identify or connect with their works.  
 While Singapore‘s bilingual education policy seems to have worked against the poets in attracting 
a larger domestic readership due to the social perceptions of English literature as the domain of the ‗elite,‘ 
it has however, helped them to establish themselves on the international stage. As English is the lingua 
franca of the world today, another important factor that could have a bearing on the scene of writing in 
Singapore is that the use of English gives a poet a wider audience and access to a potentially international 
readership. This is why most of the poets in my sample have been invited to attend international poetry 
festivals by foreign festival organisers, and by going to these literary festivals, contemporary Singaporean 
poets are able to reach out to a wider readership, as well as interact with writers from other cultural 
backgrounds.  
 Despite this positive aspect that writing in English brings to the poets, it is pertinent to note that 
the use of English is not without its own ‗dangers.‘ Singapore‘s government has decided on English as the 
country‘s first language because it is considered a ‗neutral‘ language that does not privilege any ethnic 
group, but critics have noted that the idea of English as a ‗neutral‘ language is a misconception. Shirley 
Lim argues in the her book chapter, ―The English-Language Writer in Singapore---1940s to 1980s,‖ that 
―English is not in actuality either a neutral or a bridge language except in a rather simple-minded use of 
the terms... it is a strong transmitter of cosmopolitan values... [and] it will break down ancient ethno-
linguistic identities‖ (Lim, 1994: 115). Catherine Lim has also made a similar argument46, for she says 
                                                          
45 Information source from the Speak Chinese Campaign website, available at: 
http://www.mandarin.org.sg/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=50&Itemid=62&lang=en (date accessed Oct 
31, 2010). 
46 Catherine Lim, ―English for Technology---Yes! English for Culture---No! Cultural Literacy in Singapore,‖ in The Politics 
of Multiculturalism in the Asia-Pacific, ed. Myers, D. Darwin, NT: Northern Territory University Press, 1995, 49-56.  
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that ―language... is not simply a tool by which to convey ideas; it is a whole repository of thought and 
feeling and under certain circumstances, it may actually shape thinking itself‖ (Darwin, 1995: 50). As can 
be seen, Singapore‘s choice of English and the contemporary poets‘ embrace of the language for creative 
purposes seemed to have ignored the potential downsides of using the language, for Shirley Lim has also 
stated that the ―obvious danger in this loss of traditional social identity is that of anomie... and a certain 
amount of alienation‖ (Lim, 1994: 115).  
When the contemporary poets were asked the question of whether English deracinates by killing 
creativity in the other vernaculars47, most of the poets chose to avoid this question, or give short answers 
like ―no, it doesn‘t.‖ Only three poets (Ng Yi-Sheng, Alvin Pang and Alfian Sa‘at) acknowledged that the 
way in which Singapore society has chosen to prize and use the English language above the other three 
official languages (Chinese, Malay and Tamil) has resulted in the virtual extirpation of the other 
languages, and that this was a lamentable state of affairs. Ng Yi-Sheng has documented on his blog that 
even though Singapore claims to be a multilingual state, English is still the preferred language of choice, 
as shown during the Singapore Literature Prize 2008 presentation where ―almost the entirety of the night's 
proceedings were in English,‖48 despite the fact that the Prize celebrates Singapore literature in all four 
official languages. This is why Ng lamented on his blog entry that the National Arts Council (NAC) 
―should‘ve at least had a reading of a poem or two from the language categories other than English… 
[because] why couldn‘t [the NAC] have paid some tribute to [those] other writers?‖   
Alvin Pang‘s responses in particular showed his acute awareness of how English has had a 
deracinating effect on the other languages in Singapore, and he also criticised the government‘s insistence 
at keeping English in Singapore ―pure‖ by discouraging the widespread use of Singlish, which is often 
referred to colloquially as ―broken English.‖ However, despite his displeasure towards governmental 
attitudes on language use, Pang only writes in Standard English as well, and has not attempted to write 
creatively in either Singlish or Chinese. This indicates to me that while the poets might be aware of how 
                                                          
47 Catherine Lim has made the point that English is deracinating because ―mother tongues and mother cultures [have] 
become enfeebled‖ (Darwin, 1995: 51) by the ―English-based way of life‖ (ibid.). 




English is deracinating as a language, they are not actively resisting its use or attempting to revive the 
creative uses of the other languages, and this could be because they do not have the competence to write 
in the other languages, or because writing in English connects them to a wider readership since English is 
the lingua franca in many parts of the world today.  
On the issue of language, I had briefly mentioned in Chapter Three that the contemporary 
generation of poets are no longer preoccupied by colonial and postcolonial issues, unlike their literary 
predecessors. Here, I would like to analyse the issue further and bring in the factor of race as well. During 
the oral interview session, Cyril Wong shrugged off the issue of what language to use in his poetry, 
revealing that he was not at all preoccupied or self-conscious about it. He said, ―This is a very 1980s 
question that reeks of our colonial legacy and all sorts of postcolonial hang-ups. English is now the 
general language that we use, that we dream in, and there is no longer any burden to it. If we attach a 
burden to it it becomes very self-defeating. It is just a language we use to express ourselves and we do not 
have to be ashamed of it.‖  
Wong‘s words are testimony to the fact that like other poets of his generation, he does not share 
the anxiety acknowledged by the older generation of poets, such as Edwin Thumboo or Lee Tzu Pheng, in 
using English as the language of choice in their poetry.49 The main differences between how poets of 
Lee‘s generation respond to the issue of language choice and how poets of Wong‘s generation regard it is 
that the younger poets no longer treat language choice as a problem or even as an issue 50: the element of 
choice has disappeared into the realm of the involuntary. The younger generation‘s commitment to their 
vocation does not regard issues of language with any form of postcolonial anxiety, whereas poets from 
Lee‘s generation were encumbered by post-independence uncertainties about the relation of language to 
personal and communal or national identity. The younger generation of Singaporean poets declares itself 
unself-conscious in their use of English language, because unlike their literary forerunners, who were still 
struggling with postcolonial issues of language choice, the younger generation does not even consider this 
                                                          
49 This is evident in remarks like the following, from Lee: ―Because they‘re a generation that has experienced the history of 
Singapore in a different way from me, and they haven‘t had to go through… all that business about whether we should write 
in English... using the language of the colonial masters. In those days it was a big issue... Our younger writers don‘t face that. 
It‘s not a problem for them. They just write! They don‘t have to apologise for using English.‖ (Chan, 1999: 56)  
50 This phenomenon has also been noted by Poon, Holden and Lim (see Poon, Holden and Lim, 2009: 360). 
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a problem as they feel that they have as much right to the English language as anyone else, thus indicating 
a total gear change in attitudes between the pioneer and contemporary generations.  
When the contemporary poets were asked what they perceived their own English to be like--- 
standard, Singaporean, Singlish or international---almost all of them responded that they did not speak 
just one kind of English, as they were capable of what linguists describe as code-switching, depending on 
the social situation. Their response is intriguing as their practice of code-switching is not reflected in their 
writing, and their poems are almost always written in ‗Standard English.‘ Also, some critics have 
commented that Singaporean poets are not always the best performers of their own poetry, in aural terms, 
as Singaporeans tend to speak with a distinct accent, and this comes across distractingly when they read 
their ‗Standard English‘ poems51. It is slightly ironic that in the print medium these poets seem to be 
attempting to eradicate all language identity markers that make their poems Singaporean, but they end up 
putting these language markers back in when they perform their own poetry. In the end, the contemporary 
poets are only able to remove the Singaporean cultural markers in their English on the printed page but 
not when they speak, revealing that English might not be as completely assimilated by them as they 
would like to think.  
Alfian Sa‘at is the one poet from my sample of twelve who feels differently about the issue of 
language choice. Firstly, he is different from the other poets who are asymmetrically bilingual because he 
is the only one who is fully bilingual, and writes well in both English and Malay, even though he has 
expressed reservations about writing in English. Although he has not published any anthologies of poetry 
in Malay, Sa‘at is a major playwright on the Singaporean Malay theatre scene (he is the resident 
playwright of W!ld Rice Productions, a major local theatre company) and has written numerous award-
winning plays in both languages. 
The issue of what language to write in thus takes on a great significance for Alfian. He is not 
confined to expressing his creativity in one language due to problems of proficiency, unlike the other 
poets. Alfian has the choice of writing in either English or Malay, but this freedom of choice comes with 
                                                          
51 David Bloom has remarked that ―Singapore English is not actually a ‗tone language,‘ but that, intonationally and 
rhythmically, it ‗sounds‘ like Chinese [which is a tonal language,]... except that the ‗tones‘ of Singapore English do not have 
the meaning-distinguishing functions that they have in Chinese‖ (Bloom, 1986: 430). 
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its own set of issues, because the choice of language is tied up with the politics of race and what he terms 
the politics of ―the marginalised ethnic groups‖ (i.e. presumably the Malay and perhaps the Indian 
minorities in Singapore) in his personal blog. He writes about the ―burden of representation‖ he feels as 
―an ethnic minority writer in Singapore,‖ whose problem is ―exacerbated by... [how] there are few voices 
from the Malay community who write in English.‖52  
Alfian‘s predicament highlights the many ways in which multilingualism becomes a highly 
sensitive issue when issues of language interact with race, or more specifically, when one is in an ethnic 
minority.53 In the same blog entry, which is a response to an article entitled ―The Malay Writer Writing in 
English‖ that he had written five years earlier, Alfian acknowledges that ―the project of writing in English 
remained for me a deeply political one, but now driven by the ideals of multiculturalism instead of 
postcolonial anxiety.‖54 This has been noted as Poon as well, for she writes: ―As a Malay poet in 
Singapore writing in English, [Alfian] writes with the double insight that comes from being a member of 
a racial minority as well as part of a privileged English-speaking, professional elite in Singapore‖ (Poon, 
2005: 129). 
It is apparent that even though Alfian is from the younger generation of Singapore‘s poets and is 
a contemporary of Wong, he continues to give evidence of being preoccupied with language anxieties, 
just like the older generation of poets like Thumboo and Lee. However, these anxieties have changed 
slightly: From ex-colonials using the coloniser‘s language to write, Alfian is now troubled by the 
politicising of the English language for a writer of Malay ethnicity. From this, I can infer that while most 
of the younger generation of poets have stepped out of the colonial shadow of using the English language 
                                                          
52 The full quotation reads: ―[A]s an ethnic minority writer in Singapore, I am haunted by the burden of representation. This 
is exacerbated by the fact that there are few voices from the Malay community who write in English... I would have liked to 
be able to operate in a kind of post-racial environment, where writing is mainly aesthetic activity instead of ideological work, 
but this seems to me a luxury—that is, until marginalized ethnic groups have managed to secure adequate means of self-
representation.‖ (Alfian Sa‘at, personal blog entry, November 16th 2008. Available at: 
http://www.blurty.com/users/sleepless77  accessed Dec 20, 2009.) 
53 According to the CIA World Factbook, Singapore‘s population according to the year 2000 census comprises: Chinese 
76.8%, Malay 13.9%, Indian 7.9%, other 1.4%. Available online at: https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/sn.html (accessed  Dec 20, 2009). 
54 The full quotation reads: ―As a member of a generation that was born after Singapore had gained Independence, I have 
indeed taken the English language for granted. I have found a home in the language, whereas it is Malay that has become a 
kind of ancestral abode, which I can enter freely but do not own, and where some rooms remain stubbornly locked. 
Nevertheless, the project of writing in English remained for me a deeply political one, but now driven by the ideals of 
multiculturalism instead of postcolonial anxiety.‖ (Alfian Sa‘at, personal blog entry, November 16th 2008. Available at: 
http://www.blurty.com/users/sleepless77  accessed Dec 20, 2009.) 
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towards a new poetics of confidence, the same cannot be said for non-Chinese/non-ethnic-majority 
writers in Singapore such as Alfian, as race has become the new issue that re-politicises the use of the 
English language.  
This brings up the issue of race in contemporary Singapore poetry. During my interview with the 
other contemporary poets, the topic of race is never brought up or discussed, and this is probably because 
the other poets in my sample are Chinese and from the racial majority. Being part of the racial majority, 
we (here I include myself as I am Chinese as well) often take many things for granted, and do not stop to 
consider how or what the racial minorities living in Singapore might feel like. The issue of race seems to 
preoccupy Alfian, for it is a common topic that he writes about in his personal blog. In his latest entry to 
date (September 28, 2009)55, he reproduces Singapore Opposition Leader Chiam See Tong‘s speech in 
full, as Chiam was defending why Malays should be allowed in key positions in the Singapore Armed 
Forces (SAF) in a 1987 Parliament meeting. In another blog entry dated September 7, 200956, Alfian 
discussed ―the privileges that come from being members of the majority [Chinese] race,‖ and critiqued 
Section 152 of the Singapore Constitution which discussed the ―Minorities and special position of 
Malays,‖ because he felt that no special treatment was being given to them, contrary to what the 
Constitution claimed. These are just two examples, as Alfian has penned numerous other entries on the 
issues of race and language in his blog. Similarly, in an interview with Klein, one of the first topics Alfian 
discussed was the ―racial myth‖ and ―whole cultural deficit theory [of how] Malays are lazy‖ (Klein, 
2008: 16). Thus, as can be seen, race becomes a significant issue to one‘s consciousness when one is of 
the racial minority, and this is actively reflected through the ―vein of discontent with the state and his 
fellow citizens [that] throbs strongly throughout [his] writing‖ (Poon, 2005: 132). 
State Policies with Language Development 
When the contemporary poets were asked how Singapore‘s governmental policies concerning art and 
culture affected their writing, the almost unanimous response was that they viewed the 
travel/publishing/writing grants given out by the NAC to be a positive factor, which helped subsidise the 





cost of pursuing their craft. The poets claimed that no other aspect of the government‘s policies on art and 
culture had a direct impact on their work besides the monetary grants, and they declared that they did not 
pay much attention to governmental policies. It is interesting to note that the first thing that came to their 
minds was an issue concerning money, especially since the question was not explicitly turned in that 
direction. This suggests a typically Singaporean mindset which prioritises money and material concerns, 
because as mentioned earlier, the ideology of ‗pragmatism‘ adopted by the government post-
independence has influenced the peoples‘ mindsets as well. This is reflected when all the poets do not talk 
about the efforts of the government or NAC at promoting Singapore literature in schools or programmes 
like the CAP or MAP, but zero in immediately on how useful the ―free money‖ had been to them in 
attending overseas literary festivals (travel grants) or getting their books published (publishing grants). 
Another possible reason for their focus on money is the fact that writing is generally not a vocation that 
pays or pays well, and funding subsidies are crucial in helping artists pursue their craft. I have previously 
discussed in Chapter Three how writing is not generally viewed as a prudent career choice in Singapore. 
 Such a response given by the poets is an active reflection of the government‘s attitude towards 
the Arts in Singapore, which is also very economically-driven. After the government‘s Renaissance City 
Report of 2000 which declared that Singapore should be developed as a ―global arts city... and a cultural 
centre in the globalised world,‖57 the Ministry of Information and the Arts (MICA) published an 
accompany text, Arts & Media in Singapore, which was filled with comprehensive statistical data meant 
to substantiate Singapore‘s spending on the arts. Besides detailed statistics showing the amount spent on 
arts consumption and given out in arts grants, the book also had a full chapter (ironically) entitled ―The 
Economics of the Arts,‖ where numerous tables calculated the exact amounts that the government was 
channelling into the Arts, and the projected profits after taking into account the multiplier effects the 
investments would have in Singapore‘s economy. The constant use of detailed statistics to discuss 
economics and profits in the MICA publication on Singapore‘s Arts scene indicates to me that money (as 
opposed to the Arts) is of primary concern to the government, and this focus on money has been first 
suggested by the poets in their responses as well.   
                                                          
57 Singapore‘s Renaissance City Report of 2000, available online at: http://app.mica.gov.sg/Portals/0/2_FinalRen.pdf 
(accessed Dec 22, 2009). 
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Not all contemporary Singaporean poets view the government‘s provision of arts funding as a 
positive phenomenon. Alvin Pang, for example, is critical of the move because he feels that ―arts funding 
is a dead end proposition---truly sustainable art should not lean on government subsidies and welfare,‖ 
and he has also written critically on awards himself.58 However, in the very next breath, Pang admits that 
he is a recipient of NAC funding, and that ―arts funding was vital to getting [Singapore‘s] international 
[poetry] leg going about 5-10 years ago.‖ While I agree with Pang that long-term arts funding is not 
healthy for any country‘s arts scene, the fact that some of the poets continue to accept NAC awards, 
grants and bursaries in spite of their verbal objections and criticisms shows a conflict between their 
thoughts and actions.  
 With regards to the issue of how state policies have affected how poetry is being written or read 
in schools now, most of the poets welcomed the government‘s decision to include local texts into 
Singapore‘s education curriculum, because the move can be read as Singapore‘s first attempt to recognise 
the importance of local literature. The inclusion of Daren Shiau‘s Heartlands and the poetry anthology No 
Other City (jointly edited by Alvin Pang and Aaron Lee) into the Ordinary (―O‖) Level syllabus, and 
Boey Kim Cheng‘s poetry collection Another Place into the Advanced (―A‖) Level syllabus, was met 
with warm responses from the contemporary poets because they felt that this would promote local 
literature, and increase their readership on top of helping them sell their books. However, some of the 
poets also recognised that this was a token move by the government, one insufficient to truly instil an 
appreciation for local literature in local students.59 This was because the majority of the literature syllabi 
at the ―O‖ and ―A‖ levels are still focused on British literature, revealing how Singapore still seems to be 
suffering from postcolonial anxieties, as shown by the fact that the nation‘s education system is still run 
by the Cambridge Examination Board in England forty-five years after its independence. This has been 
noted by Koh Tai Ann in her article ―Literature, The Beloved of Language.‖60 Koh writes that 
                                                          
58  Pang‘s critical piece on awards available at: http://www.verbostiy.net/columns/eoa010620.htm (accessed Dec 20, 2009). 
59 It can be argued that the government is just paying lip-service to local literature because the number of local books that 
have been included in the literature syllabus is barely ten percent the total number of literature texts, and one wonders how 
well-acquainted local students can get with Singapore literature if so few local texts are being included. 
60 Koh Tai Ann, ―Literature, The Beloved of Language,‖ in Joyce E. James, ed, The Language-Culture Connection. 
Singapore: SEAMEO Regional Language Centre, 1996, 17-33. 
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Singapore‘s ―‗O‘ Level Examination, in particular, is so traditional that it has been retained here even 
though long replaced in the land of its origin, Great Britain. Evidence in Singapore indicates that long 
overdue change should be instituted‖ (Koh, 1996: 29). 
 I have briefly discussed the issue of elitism in Chapter Three by relating it to Singapore‘s colonial 
past. Here, I wish to analyse it in light of Singapore‘s social structure and perceptions. The poets were 
asked how social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more refined and ‗upper-
class‘ affected their decisions to write poetry, and almost all the contemporary poets gave strong and 
negative responses to the notion of elitism, with the exception of Ng Yi-Sheng and Cyril Wong. Most of 
the contemporary poets vehemently denied that there was any correlation between social class, status and 
poetry as a craft, and said that it was ―absurd‖ and ―extremely cynical‖ if one was to allege that poets only 
wrote poems because they wanted to be seen as part of the ‗elite‘ engaging in ‗high culture.‘ Boey Kim 
Cheng and Heng Siok Tian spoke of their humble family backgrounds, stating that their modest financial 
situations did not deter them from becoming poets, which is why the suggestion that was posed to them 
was unacceptable. Alvin Pang also said that the truly rich and ‗high brow‘ in Singapore do not read poetry 
but engage in more conspicuous forms of consumption, and do not have an interest in intellectual 
pursuits.  
 The poets‘ responses indicate that they seem to have missed the point of my question. I was not 
asking them if only the rich and upper-class people in Singapore engaged in writing poetry; my question 
was in fact asking the opposite---precisely because poetry has been consistently viewed as a form of ‗high 
art‘ that is more incomprehensible and inaccessible to the general public in Singapore, was there any 
desire among the poets to be seen as part of the ‗elite?‘ The desire to be part of this ‗elite‘ group would be 
even greater if one did not come from a privileged background, because it could then be viewed as a form 
of upward mobility. The strong negative reactions I received implied that this was (and is) a sensitive 
issue to them, and this was why most of them were uncomfortable tackling the question during the oral 
interview, choosing to skip or evade the question.  
 Ng Yi-Sheng‘s and Cyril Wong‘s responses to this question were surprisingly self-conscious, 
forthright and honest. Ng Yi-Sheng ―think[s] poets here project themselves as too upper-class and 
inaccessible,‖ and Cyril Wong admits that he is ―a snob‖ who is ―a part of ‗high culture,‘‖ but feels that it 
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is alright because he can ―participate convincingly and rewardingly in ‗low culture‘ too.‖ Either poet felt 
that there was nothing wrong with admitting the truth of the situation, and asserted that local poets should 
not put up any pretentions about how local poetry is actually widely accessible to all Singaporeans, when 
the truth is to the contrary. Ng Yi-Sheng said that Singapore Anglophone poetry is ―mostly elitist in 
nature, because of the education and class privileges that go into the making of a good English language 
poet,‖ and it was interesting to discover that Ng feels this way because Singapore poetry is usually written 
in proper Standard English, and one needs to be educated in order to ―write well in Standard English... . 
and [not make any] grammar mistakes.‖ 
 For a long time, poetry was also considered the past-time of the elite because most of the 
Singaporean poets were well-educated individuals with high-paying full time jobs and bright career 
prospects. The pioneer generation of poets like Edwin Thumboo, Lee Tzu Pheng, Leong Liew Geok and 
Arthur Yap were all academics who taught in universities as members of the English Language and 
Literature Department (as noted by Patke in Chua, 1999: 46) ; the contemporary generation of poets who 
are older like Heng Siok Tian, Alvin Pang (both civil servants), Madeleine Lee, Yong Shu Hoong, Toh 
Hsien Min (all bankers), Aaron Lee (lawyer) and Felix Cheong (corporate producer) all held high-paying 
civil or corporate white-collar jobs in the nineties, endowing them with ―yuppie‖ status. There was thus 
the perception that poetry is a craft indulged in by the elite because being corporate highflyers who made 
a comfortable living, all their basic needs have been met and this is why they have the ‗luxury‘ of free 
time to write poetry. This is similar to the argument made in Maslow‘s Hierarchy of Needs, where 
individuals can only have the time and space to engage in self-actualisation activities after their basic 
physiological needs have been met. The majority of Singapore‘s population clearly does not fall into the 
same class and financial category as the poets, which is why engaging in poetry was viewed as an activity 
associated with the ‗elites,‘ and the majority of Singaporeans did not feel any sense of connection with it.  
 However, positive changes are occurring in the local poetry scene, and some of the contemporary 
poets are moving away from their ―yuppie‖ status and lifestyles to become full-time writers. Alvin Pang, 
Felix Cheong and Yong Shu Hoong all gave up their well-paying civil/corporate jobs in order to pursue 
writing full-time, Alfian Sa‘at gave up medicine after five years at medical school in order to become a 
playwright, and Ng Yi-Sheng, who is the youngest poet in my sample at age 30, has never had a white-
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collar/corporate job, but went into full-time freelance writing right after graduation from Columbia 
University. This suggests that there is a possible shift in the mindsets and priorities of contemporary 
Singaporean poets now, one reflective of changes in Singapore‘s social conditions of late, where some 
Singaporeans (usually corporate high-flyers who have become disillusioned with the relentless pursuit of 
wealth and status) have become less focused on material wealth and more centred on pursuing their 
passions and charity work, in a bid to finding greater meaning in their lives. 
 Ng Yi-Sheng in particular is an interesting case to examine, because even though his poems are 
still mainly written in Standard English, he exhibits critical awareness of ―the elitist nature of 
[Singapore‘s] poetry scene,‖ and this is why he is rebelling against the inaccessibility of the earlier 
contemporary poets, and what he terms the ―cool docility and disenchanted yuppie themes of the Alvin 
Pang era.‖ He attempts to achieve this by exploring different themes in his writing and by writing in all 
forms, and Ng has written numerous plays, short stories, a collection of interviews, journalistic articles 
and literary reviews on top of his 2008 Singapore Literature Prize-winning poetry anthology Last Boy. 
This is part of his aim to ―communicate with every class‖ in Singapore, so as to dispel the image of 
poetry/Singapore writing as being reserved for the ‗elite.‘  
Ng‘s unique ability to cross writing genres (like Alfian Sa‘at, Felix Cheong, Yong Shu Hoong 
and Alvin Pang who are all full-time writers now as well) also reveals how the role of the Singaporean 
writer is now evolving as well. Previously, the divide between the writer‘s day job and vocation as poet is 
quite clearly demarcated, for example banking and poetry. The same cannot be said now, as the poet‘s 
full-time job also involves writing and being a wordsmith. The separation between one‘s occupation and 
vocation as poet has now become a lot more porous, because who they are as writers and what they do for 
a living have become a lot more permeable and related, with the two intersecting and interacting 
constantly. For example, both Yong Shu Hoong and Felix Cheong are freelance journalists, part-time 
teachers at polytechnics or art schools, as well as poets. The cross-pollination between their various 
vocations is arguably positive for their craft, and this evolution in their roles as writers would have an 





Patronage Systems/Models of Writing 
Earlier in Chapter Two, I had written about the inception of the Creative Arts Programme (CAP) and 
Mentor Access Project (MAP) by the National Arts Council (NAC), and how this was of interest to my 
research because all the poets in my sample have been either a mentor/mentee or both in the CAP and/or 
MAP. As the CAP and MAP were programmes developed in the 1990s, most of the contemporary poets 
did not have the chance to attend it, with the exception of Toh Hsien Min, Alfian Sa‘at and Ng Yi-Sheng, 
who were born after 1975.  
When the poets were asked to give their views on how mentorship schemes like the CAP and 
MAP had affected the reading and writing of Singapore poetry, and whether they had had an impact on 
their writing, most of the responses were in the affirmative. The contemporary poets felt that the CAP was 
a good programme for discovering young talent, because it offered aspiring writers the right kind of 
guidance, putting them in touch with their seniors, and helping form networks with other young writing 
contemporaries. For those who had acted as mentors, the programme benefitted them by helping them 
keep in touch with the younger generation, who often surprised them with new themes and ideas in their 
writing, and this helped them keep on their toes and ensure that their own writing remained fresh and 
current. However, my sample also gave some negative feedback with regards to the CAP and MAP. 
First, some of my sample criticised the CAP and MAP for being a waste of resources and 
taxpayer‘s money, because more than ten years after the inception of both programmes, only six poets 
(Toh Hsien Min, Alfian Sa‘at, Terence Heng, Ng Yi-Sheng and Teng Qian Xi) from the CAP and one 
poet (Madeleine Lee) from the MAP have established themselves as poets, even though both programmes 
had more than a hundred participants over the time period. Gwee has noted this phenomenon as well, for 
he writes: ―Yet, the bare truth remains that, after almost two decades of mentoring, the [CAP] initiative‘s 
growing pool of ex-participants has hardly offered anything close to a fifth of the literary output for the 
past twelve years‖ (Gwee, 2009: 238). The common reason one gets from ex-CAP/MAP participants for 
why they did not pursue writing further is because they have gotten too caught up with work and family 
once they entered the work force, and there was just no time left for poetry in their lives.  
I feel that this seems to be another instance of how the government‘s ruling ideology of 
‗pragmatism‘  ―as the embodiment of economic instrumentality‖ (Chua, 1995: 192) has influenced the 
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general consciousness of Singaporeans, because the practical pressures of making a living take 
precedence over art and one‘s passion, and this is why only such a disproportionately small number of ex-
CAP/MAP participants have gone on to become published poets. While this is not a quandary unique to 
Singapore, it does highlight a common problem that societies face: even if so-called ‗talents‘ in a country 
are given a head start and the right kind of help to improve their craft, as long as the prevailing social 
conditions (these being a focus on attaining material wealth and status) do not change, there would not be 
more artists or writers being groomed in the long-run. This is why some poets have said that the MAP is a 
more realistic project that should be promoted more strongly, as mature adults who choose to join the 
programme on their own volition demonstrate more commitment than young students all eager to add a 
new achievement on their co-curricular activity record, but the fact that low numbers of adults come to 
enrol in the MAP reflects the same social issue mentioned above. 
Second, Alvin Pang and Felix Cheong were of the opinion that the CAP might be negative 
because it coddles and spoon-feeds the young students by offering them all the relevant help they need on 
a silver platter, and they do not have to go through any trial and error processes while writing. This 
absence of experimentation and hardship is negative for the students because they would not learn from 
mistakes and push their craft further, and having all the resources and help conveniently laid out for them 
also gives them a false sense of entitlement that is unhealthy. Cheong notes that such mollycoddling of 
the CAP participants is perhaps reflective of Singapore‘s status as a ‗Nanny State,‘ where the government 
is often overprotective and offers too much hand-holding to its citizens, not realising that some degree of 
austerity is often necessary for people to develop their own potentials. The older contemporary poets who 
never went through the CAP said that they had probably persevered with the vocation because they had 
encountered numerous difficulties along the way.  To these poets, dealing with hardship made them more 
self-driven and disciplined, and all the hard work that they had put in also fuelled their determination to 
succeed as poets. This could be the reason why there are more contemporary Singaporean poets who do 
not come from CAP/MAP backgrounds than those who do, because readily providing all the resources to 
the students decreases their resolve to succeed as poets.  
Thirdly, the CAP actually offers the most concrete proof that poetry (and creative writing in 
general) in Singapore is an elitist enterprise, because the CAP is only open for nomination or application 
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to a few selected students from the top schools in Singapore. Looking at the MOE‘s official website for 
the CAP,61 it is immediately apparent that this is a programme reserved for the top students in Singapore, 
because it is run by the Gifted Education Programme (one of the special education departments within the 
MOE) as part of the Humanities Programme,62 and is considered one of the Special Programmes targeted 
solely at ―motivated and high-ability pupils.‖63 From this, it is apparent that the CAP is an elitist 
enterprise because it arguably serves as a form of hothousing for young Singaporean students singled out 
for their academic excellence, and only those who are considered the top students by the GEP or MOE 
will have the opportunity to develop their writing skills. The contemporary poets have also criticised this 
same flaw of the programme, with Alvin Pang stating that he finds ―the elitism of the programme‘s 
inherent structure (only a select handful of top schools get to nominate participants)... unhealthy,‖ and Ng 
Yi-Sheng says that the programme ought to include students from the polytechnics as well.64  
While it is debatable if the creation of elite groups in any society is a positive or negative 
phenomenon, two aspects of Singaporean society become obvious here. The fact that the CAP is arguably 
a form of hothousing reserved for the top students in Singapore once again reveals the spurious 
correlation the government and MOE has made between academic excellence and artistic talent. 
Singapore‘s government seems to have the misconception that art is akin to subjects like math and 
science, and students can excel at it as long as they study hard and practise. This is a possible reason why 
they are reserving the use of resources like the CAP only for the top students, rather than making them 
widely available for all students who are interested in the arts. It is of course an erroneous assumption that 
students who are good in their studies would therefore possess potential in art, or to put the differently, 
                                                          
61 The CAP website is available at: http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/programmes/gifted-education-programme/special-
programmes/humanities-programmes/creative-arts-programme/  (accessed Dec 20, 2009). 
62 The Humanities Programme is a special education programme tailored for students excelling at the humanity subjects. It is 
only offered at the six top junior colleges in Singapore (see http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/scholarships/moe-
preu/humanities/ accessed Dec 20, 2009), thus showing that it is a programme reserved for top students.  
63 Phrase is quoted from the official MOE‘s GEP Special Programmes website, available at: 
http://www.moe.gov.sg/education/programmes/gifted-education-programme/special-programmes/ (accessed Dec 20, 2009). 
64 Students from the polytechnics are probably not included in the CAP due to the long-standing (mis)conception in 
Singaporean society that students only enroll in polytechnics because they did not do well enough in the exams to enter 
junior colleges, and as such, the children in the polytechnics are ‗less smart.‘ This view has been increasingly refuted by the 




that students who fare poorly in school would necessarily make terrible artists as well. This sweeping 
generalisation is essentialist in nature, and by not extending the programme to students from the 
‗neighbourhood schools‘,65 it is highly likely that the CAP might be missing out on writing talents who 
might be enrolled there.  
A case in point would be Cyril Wong, who can be considered Singapore‘s most prolific 
contemporary poet, with nine volumes of poetry and one book of short stories published to date. Even 
though Wong was born in 1977 and is younger than Toh Hsien Min (born 1975), he was never a 
participant in the CAP programme because by his own admission, he came ―from neighbourhood 
schools... [where] the environment did not encourage [students] to do well in [their] studies‖ (Klein, 
2009: 205). His school, Saint Patrick‘s School, was not eligible for the CAP as it was not one of the top 
schools.66 This stands in opposition to Toh‘s experience: he had the opportunity to participate in the CAP 
because he attended Anglo Chinese Boys‘ School, which was one of the schools on MOE‘s selected list. 
Even though Wong succeeded as a poet, the fact that Singapore‘s most prolific contemporary poet had 
attended a ‗neighbourhood school‘ does beg the question of how many more writing talents the CAP 
might be missing out on by not extending the programme to these so-called ‗neighbourhood schools‘ and 
the polytechnics as well. 
The other aspect about Singaporean society that is relevant is how art is still viewed as a 
‗luxury‘67 to this day, despite the government‘s official declarations of wanting to foster a more creative 
and artistic society. The fact that the CAP is only operative for selected top students divulges this implicit 
attitude because this is also an indirect way of saying that students are only allowed to engage in creative 
pursuits after they have fulfilled their basic obligation of excelling in school. This is a view corroborated 
                                                          
65This is a phrase used in Singapore to connote the schools that are not ranked within the Top 20 Schools on MOE‘s list, 
which is calculated based on the total aggregate scores of students. They are termed ‗neighbourhood‘ schools because they 
tend to be located near Housing Development Board (HDB) estates, and since they are within the neighbourhood where the 
students live, the phrase has thus been coined.   
66 Saint Patrick‘s School is actually a mission school set up by Catholic priests, and cannot be fully considered a 
‗neighbourhood‘ school because its academic standard is actually higher than that of other ‗neighbourhood‘ schools. 
However, the point I wish to make here is that because Cyril Wong did not attend one of the top schools on MOE‘s list, he 
was denied the chance of being part of the CAP despite his writing talent, and this is a key example to show how the MOE‘s 
elitist method of selecting CAP participants could result in real talents being missed out on. 
67 Then-Prime Minister of Singapore, Mr Lee Kuan Yew, has famously said in 1968 that ―Poetry is a luxury that we 
[Singapore] cannot afford‖ (James, 1996: 24). 
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by Cyril Wong in an essay he wrote for Argot magazine, entitled ―Creative Writing in Singapore: 
Diminishing Horizons.‖68 In the essay, Wong bemoaned the demise of creative writing in Singapore due 
to how ―[c]reativity in Singapore is nothing if it does not attract money,‖ and he also described the 
students that he had met at the CAP Writing Camps: ―What... [the students] had in common was that they 
did exceedingly well in school. They had to. Society and over-zealous parents demanded it. Being in this 
creative camp was a luxury they could afford, simply because they were already doing so well in their 
respective schools.‖ As can be seen, attending the CAP and engaging in creative writing are just 
additional forms of ‗luxury‘ or ‗reward‘ for these students who are already high achievers in school, and 
this is why the CAP as a curriculum is socially exclusive, for it uses ―forms of creative writing as a means 
for cultivating a sense of privilege and cultural elitism‖ (Cyril Wong). 
Having listed the benefits and critically analysed the flaws of the CAP in Singapore, I now move 
on to the issue of how the NAC awards have influenced the production and reception of poetry here in 
Singapore. Most contemporary poets felt that the awards might have increased the production of poetry 
because they are all keen to win literary prizes and gain national recognition for the efforts they have put 
into their craft, and the monetary prize is highly welcomed by the poets. However, this often leads to 
competition between the poets and infighting after the prize has been awarded, as there are always 
dissenting views on who is the more deserving winner. The small poetry circle is tense as all the poets 
know one another, and as mentioned earlier, because the poets might not have a close fellowship on the 
craftsmanship level, they are also unable to openly discuss technically why a particular poet‘s/winner‘s 
work is unworthy of the prize, as an attempted move in that direction would most likely result in bruised 
egos and ruined friendships.  
In the past, the NAC awards hardly impacted the reception of poetry in Singapore, and it is the 
general opinion of the contemporary poets that Singaporeans do not pay much attention to these awards 
or the winners. This seems to be changing, however, because as the younger generation of Singaporeans 
become more educated and widely-travelled, there does seem to be an increasing interest in the arts and 
                                                          
68 Argot is a biannual literary magazine published by the NUS Literary Society and Singapore Press Holdings, and is 
available online at: http://argotonline.wordpress.com/  (accessed Dec 20, 2009). Wong‘s article can be found from pages 8-
12 of Issue 2. 
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culture, and some poets have reported slightly increased book sales after winning an award or having a 
book favourably reviewed in the newspapers. This probably indicates that there is a change in some 
Singaporeans‘ attitudes towards the local arts scene, and even though these changes are small, they are 
nonetheless small but significant steps in the right direction and thus very encouraging. 
The NAC‘s choice to award the Singapore Literature Prize in 2006 to Cyril Wong (shared with 
Yong Shu Hoong) was a significant move that tacitly signalled the state‘s acceptance and appreciation of 
Wong‘s work as an artist, in spite of his sexuality. Wong said that ―the prize was very useful in endorsing 
that a gay poet could be successful in this [literary] scene, a poet who wasn‘t writing about the country or 
nationalism, a poet who wasn‘t afraid to talk about sex‖ (Klein, 2008: 224). This stands in great contrast 
to how the prize was ―associated with a different form of [nationalistic] writing‖ (ibid.) in the past, and 
awarding the prize to a gay poet thus ―signalled that [Singapore‘s] literary scene ha[d] either become 
more cosmopolitan or just different‖ (ibid.). This brings up the issue of the writer‘s sexual orientation and 
its impact on writing. While there is a large gay and lesbian community in Singapore69, their existence in 
society is largely an invisible and marginalised one.  
Singapore as a nation has a ―national ideology of heterosexual normality‖ (Kang, 2008:44), and 
even though the government has grown increasingly accommodating of the gay community over the 
years,70 ―[t]hey continue to espouse the same conservative position that while gay people are allowed to 
exist, they are not allowed to promote their lifestyle‖ (ibid., 52). This is because the government has 
―argued that to accept homosexuality is equivalent to promoting it, which would pose a challenge to 
moral values… not accepted by a society that is… still constructed by the government as a conservative 
one‖ (ibid., 53). Ng‘s research showed that while the general impressions younger Singaporeans (aged 
between 21 to 29) have towards homosexuals are ―relatively positive‖ (ibid., 128), this ―should not be 
                                                          
69 Membership figures on gay social networking sites like www.fridae.com reveal that there is a very large and active 
community of homosexual men and women living in Singapore, but the number of male homosexuals is higher than female 
homosexuals (accessed Dec 22, 2009). 
70 According to Kang, the fact that both former Prime Minister Goh Chok Tong and current Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong 
have commented that gay people are ―fellow human beings‖ and ―people like you and me‖ signal a shift in the government‘s 
attitudes towards homosexuals in Singapore, as ―[t]hese are comments which, several years ago, most people in Singapore 
would have considered impossible for politicians to make‖ (Kang, 2008: 46).  
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interpreted as a Singaporean acceptance or tolerance of homosexuals‖ (ibid.) because ―the State is by and 
large still a very conservative country‖ (ibid.).  
This relative lack of acceptance is why poets like Cyril Wong, Ng Yi-Sheng and Alfian Sa‘at 
have all struggled with their gay identities in the past, as being against the mainstream ‗norm‘ made the 
process of ‗coming out‘ difficult, and now that they have become comfortable with their identities, they 
feel the need to politicise and support the gay cause in Singapore. This is reflected in their writing as well. 
For example, Ng has written the book SQ 21, which Klein termed ―a kind of activist statement‖ (ibid., 
162), and Ng also does ―freelance journalism for two gay websites as well‖ (ibid., 159). 
It is well worth noting that a smaller select group has become drawn to contemporary local poetry 
precisely because of the gay poets who are active within the poetry scene. This group is made up of 
members from the gay community in Singapore who are drawn because they feel that the gay poets act as 
their voices, writing about sensitive issues like ‗coming out,‘ living with social discrimination, and 
struggling with their own sense of identity. Members from the gay community generally express support 
for the contemporary local poets who are fellow homosexuals because they feel that the poets are 
representing their cause and decreasing their social invisibility, and they appreciate the poets‘ efforts as 
most Singaporean are still conservative and do not accept homosexuality. With that said, some faint 
association of rebellion and poetry does get made through poetry-writing and being gay, as both, by 
implication, are against-the-grain stances and modes of living in Singapore. This is why some 
Singaporeans have the stereotype of all local poets as ―angry gay men,‖ when the truth is that poetry is 
not the sole domain of gay men (and therefore not the perceived space and expression of ‗social 
deviation‘); rather, it is a healthy literary activity that people, both homosexuals and heterosexuals, 
participate in alike. 
I included the question on role models and elective affinities in the questionnaire because I 
wished to discover if contemporary Singaporean poets found any inspiration or felt any sense of affinity 
with other local poets, or if their role models were all Western or international ones. Where these poets 
looked to for inspiration would reveal what their benchmark of poetic excellence is, and who they felt a 
sense of affinity with would tell me if there is a strong sense of community here amongst poets. Most of 
the role models mentioned were not British but American, Polish or Asian writers, with American poets 
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getting the most mention. Here, it is apparent once again that the contemporary Singaporean poets have 
moved out of the postcolonial shadow the pioneer generation of Singaporean poets struggled under, and 
the cultural hegemony that British literature used to have over the pioneer generation of writers has since 
lost its grasp over them.  
It was not surprising to note that the contemporary poets did not mention any other local poets as 
people that they felt a sense of elective affinity with, considering that the poets do not seem to enjoy a 
close fellowship with one another on the craftsmanship level. Some of the poets mentioned other foreign 
poets that they had met as the closest individuals with whom they felt a sense of elective affinity, while 
most of the other poets responded with the view that they did not feel an affinity with anyone in particular 
among writers. However, this situation might not be endemic to the contemporary generation of 
Singapore poets, because even a pioneer poet like Lee Tzu Pheng has said in her email questionnaire 
response that ―the sense of a writing community is important to me; but only with people of a real 
affinity... [but] I have found very few to constitute such a community here.‖ Perhaps then, the issue is 
pertinent to Singaporean writers in general, and this question actually spans both the pioneer and 
contemporary generations of poets since it affects both. 
Networks of Relationships 
My sample of contemporary poets was asked a question concerning which poets had the most influence 
on their own sense of vocation, and whose work they currently found most interesting. This question was 
posed because I wished to find out if the contemporary poets were more influenced by fellow local poets 
or other international poets, as this would reveal who the writers that they admired were. Only one third 
of the poets mentioned fellow local poets as people who had an influence on their sense of vocation, and 
the key poets mentioned were Lee Tzu Pheng, Arthur Yap and Boey Kim Cheng. This once again 
indicates that there is not a strong sense of fellowship amongst the local poets, because two thirds of them 
do not seem to be influenced by any of their literary predecessors.  
These two thirds of the poets named American, Irish and Polish poets as having the most impact 
on their craft, with Seamus Heaney receiving significant mention. This is once again reflective of how 
British literature has lost its cultural hegemony and influence over contemporary poets, because British 
poets are hardly mentioned at all, and in their place, contemporary Canadian and American poets like 
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Anne Carson, Louise Gluck, Stephen Dunn and Jane Hirshfield are the ones whom the contemporary 
Singaporean poets find most interesting and influential on their own craft. This indicates that 
contemporary North American poetry is currently of more interest to the local poets than British poetry, 
and one reason for this could be because America is a global economic power and cultural powerhouse in 
the world today. This phenomenon has been discussed by Catherine Lim as early as 1995.71  
I also found out from the questionnaire that most of the poetry read by the majority of the 
contemporary poets was written in English and not in translations, indicating that the key types of culture 
that the poets are interested in are English-speaking ones, rather than exploring works in other languages. 
This is despite translated works being widely and easily available on poetry websites like The Drunken 
Boat,72 which features translated poetry from Slovenian to African poets. Only three out of the twelve 
poets indicated that they read poetic works in translation, and these were mainly from Chinese, German, 
Polish and Russian. The issue of translation is significant because D.J. Enright has argued that widely 
reading translated works aids in the writer‘s development of his own native voice, allowing him to be less 
influenced by dominant literary forms because he has been exposed to a wide range of writing styles.73 
Since most of the contemporary poets only read works written in English, there is thus the possibility that 
their writing voices might be in danger of being influenced by the current dominant literary form, which 
might perhaps be the modern American free verse style that they favour. 
Regarding the issues of how globalisation and the rise of English as the world‘s working 
language have impacted the contemporary Singaporean poets and the local poetry scene, all the poets 
agreed that being skilled in the lingua franca of the world and writing in the English language have 
allowed them to step onto the global stage and plug into international networks of relationships. The poets 
acknowledged that their competence in the language and interest in being wordsmiths are the common 
factors between them and the other international poets, and they only get invited to attend literary 
                                                          
71 Catherine Lim has mentioned in her essay, ―English for Technology---Yes! English for Culture---No! Cultural Literacy in 
Singapore,‖ that the ―imperialist associations of [English] are beginning to recede into oblivion,‖ being replaced instead by 
―the influence of American capitalism and all the social, moral and cultural values it implies.‖ (Darwin, 1995: 49) 
72 The Drunken Boat is available online at: http://www.thedrunkenboat.com/ (accessed Dec 22, 2009). 
73 Enright‘s quotation reads: ―the young writer... must be a great reader, in as many languages as he can manage and via 
translations... His reading should be as wide as possible, since this will decrease the danger of his succumbing to a set of 
formulae derived from other writers‖ (Enright quoted in Lim, 1989: 41). 
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festivals all over the world because they ―write and publish poetry in English‖ (Cyril Wong). As such, the 
state‘s choice of focusing on the English language over the other three official languages of Chinese, 
Malay and Tamil has benefited the poets, and this is perhaps why most of them do not feel any loss in 
their inability to write creatively in their second language.  
Despite the efforts of these contemporary poets in promoting Singapore literature overseas, 
Singapore literature is still not widely known or available globally. This is because local writing is not 
available for sale internationally,74 and the reason why it is not sold online by websites like Amazon is 
because the sales volume is usually too small to make the setting up of the necessary payment 
transactions with the local banks worth the banks‘ while. Most of the local poets are published by small, 
local, independent publishers like Ethos Books, Firstfruits and Landmark Books, and these publishers do 
not have the budget or distributing power to market these books overseas. Large international bookstores 
like Borders, Kinokuniya or W. H. Smith are also unwilling to carry these local titles in their foreign 
branches, as the demand and sales volume for these books are simply too low to cover their costs. This is 
a problem that affects all of Anglophone Southeast Asia, because poor publicity and distribution results in 
local books not selling well or getting the international critical attention that they deserve.75 These are not 
issues that the contemporary poets can resolve alone, and more practical help can be given on the 
government‘s part in order to assist local writers in developing and promoting Singapore literature 
overseas. 
The last part of my questionnaire aimed to discover how working and living in a country like 
Singapore had influenced these poets, and how issues of money-making had an impact on their writing or 
production of poetry. Almost all the poets in my sample conceded that living in a ‗pragmatic‘ and fast-
paced society like Singapore definitely had an impact on them, mostly in negative ways. The continued 
social perception of how writing and poetry are not ‗proper‘ occupational choices, coupled with 
Singapore‘s high standards of living, are the main reasons why most contemporary poets still maintain a 
                                                          
74 The only exception is at literary festivals when the poets bring along copies of their books for sale after their readings. 
75 This contrasts with the well-developed publishing, marketing and distribution networks in a South Asian country like 
India, where an abundance of literary agents exists and large publishing houses help local authors sell and market their books 
overseas. This explains why more Anglophone Indian writers are able to garner international attention compared to 
Anglophone Southeast Asian writers. 
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steady civil or corporate day job, relegating poetry to a passion that they indulge in during their free time. 
While this is not a situation unique to Singapore, the degree to which Singapore‘s job market is 
competitive sees most working adults putting in at least ten hours at work daily, and this greatly decreases 
the poets‘ production of poetry. Aaron Lee said that the time spent at work and developing his career was 
the main reason why there was a ten year gap between the publishing of his first and second volume of 
poetry,76 and Heng Siok Tian said that ―holding down a full time job takes a lot out of a person [as she] 
clock[s] in about 10 hours on a typical day‖ and this leaves her ―too exhausted at the end of a day to delve 
deeper into an issue [and write].‖ 
Also, for the poets who have given up their white-collar jobs to write full-time, it is of no 
coincidence that these poets tend to be single and have no families to support,77 and perhaps it is because 
they face less financial pressures that they are able to make the decision to go into writing full-time. 
Nevertheless, the poets who are full-time writers are also not freed of the practical demands of having to 
make a living, because they tend to engage in the kinds of writing that pay the most. For example, Ng Yi-
Sheng is the winner of the 2009 Singapore Literature Prize for his poetry anthology, Last Boy. Despite his 
talent at poetry, Ng says that he ―write[s] less poetry now, partly because [he is] writing more essays, 
articles, plays and stories---things which can actually make money.‖  
The high cost of living in Singapore probably explains the gender imbalance in the contemporary 
poetry scene as well, where there are disproportionately more male to female poets who are actively 
writing. As living costs in Singapore are very high, it is common for most families to be double-income, 
and so it is necessary for the female to go out to work in order to make ends meet or to maintain the 
couple‘s desired lifestyle and standard of living. Women in Singapore arguably work harder than the men 
because they have to juggle working life, looking after their households and motherhood, and having 
multiple roles to fulfil leaves even less time for personal artistic pursuits. This could be a key reason why 
                                                          
76 Lee‘s first volume of poetry A Visitation of Sunlight was published in 1997, and his second volume Five Right Angles was 
published in 2007. 




there are significantly fewer female than male contemporary poets, and in my sample of twelve, there are 
only two, Madeleine Lee and Heng Siok Tian.78  
All the above indicates to me that the arts are still not truly supported by the government or 
embraced by mainstream Singaporean society, because full-time writing is still not a very sustainable 
vocation here in Singapore, especially if one has a family to support. This is an issue of Singapore‘s 
social mindset and habits that would be very difficult to change because they have been so deeply 
entrenched over the last forty-five years, as the government‘s emphasis has always been on practicality 
and materialism, rather than developing one‘s passion or having quality of life.  
However, the literary scene in Singapore is a young and growing one, and one can perhaps be 
encouraged at how Singapore does have a good number of contemporary poets who are actively 
publishing, considering how the nation‘s social conditions are neither conducive nor encouraging for 
poetry to have developed. This is evidenced by the fact that there were ―at least ten books of poetry being 
published by Singapore poets [in October and November 2010],‖79 and this is ―despite the fact that sales 
[of the books] might flail (sic)‖ (ibid.). This ―fullness of Singapore‘s new poetry [scene]‖ (Gwee, 2009: 
252) can be read as a positive sign for the future of its literary scene, and hopefully, the next generation of 
Singapore‘s poets would see more committed support from local readers as well as the government, and 









                                                          
78 This excludes Lee Tzu Pheng as she is considered to be from the pioneer generation of poets. 
79 Magdalen Ng, ―Poetry Feast,‖ The Straits Times, Oct 28, 2010. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and the Way Ahead 
This research project has explored the cultural anthropology and social processes involved in the 
production of contemporary English poetry in Singapore, to find out the attitudes of the local poets 
towards writing, art and culture in Singapore. Revisiting my initial research aims and factors that I had 
wished to explore, I have critically analysed how economics, politics, race, gender, modernity, 
globalisation and the poets‘ ideas of self have had an impact on contemporary poetry production in 
Singapore. The only factor that I have not managed to explore in detail is religion, and this is because 
religion generally did not surface as a topic of discussion in most of the oral interviews and email 
questionnaire responses with the respondents, with the exception of Aaron Lee and Felix Cheong, who 
touched on the subject briefly. This is actually surprising considering the rise of religiosity in Singapore,80 
which leads me to surmise that the poets in my sample might not be religious individuals, and this is why 
they did not bring up the subject. 
 As a very brief summary, Singapore is a modern, global city-state with a fast-paced of life and 
high standards of living, and the terms ‗pragmatic‘ and ‗materialistic‘ have been commonly attached to 
the country and her citizens due to the ruling government‘s focus on economic development post-
independence. Despite that, Anglophone poetry in Singapore has been in existence for at least a hundred 
and fifty years, and it is the most favoured and fastest-growing writing form among the contemporary 
Singaporean writers.81 My research has shown that the contemporary poets often juggle their vocation as 
poets with a full-time job because like many other places in the world, being a poet is not a job that pays, 
and considering Singapore‘s particularly competitive and stressful work environment, their continued 
dedication to their vocation despite the difficulties encountered is testament to their love for the craft. 
Singapore‘s government previously paid little attention to the arts because the nation‘s focus was always 
on economics and nation-building. This changed in the 1990s when the government discovered that 
                                                          
80 According to Goh, ―Christianity has flourished in post-colonial Singapore, especially attracting conversions from among 
young, urbanized and English-educated Chinese‖ (Goh, 2010: 54). Goh documents that church membership across all 
denominations have increased in the last thirty years, with ―independent Pentecostal churches [experiencing] the most 
spectacular growth‖ (ibid., 56).  
 
81 The yearly bibliographies published in the Journal of Commonwealth Literature by Ismail S. Talib on Singapore/Malaysia 
and Singapore from 1997-2007 indicate that among all the genres of writing, there are the most number of publications in 
poetry as compared to novels, drama or short stories.  
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having a vibrant arts scene could help enhance Singapore‘s competitive edge in attracting foreign talent, 
and the government invested heavily in the development of the arts scene, especially in the performing 
arts. While the contemporary poets say that they have not been impacted by governmental policies on the 
arts, they did concede that the NAC grants and awards have been very helpful to them in getting their 
works published and subsidising the costs of their literary tours overseas, where they attend international 
literary festivals and attempt to introduce Singapore literature to the world. I have noted that 
contemporary local poets tend to write short, free verse poems that focus on universal subject matter, and 
this might be partly because they wish to reach out to a larger readership, since local readers are generally 
uninterested in their works. Despite their efforts at promoting Singapore literature, local writing is still 
relatively unknown beyond Singapore‘s shores, and this is probably due to the following factors. 
 Firstly, literature is not a key component of Singapore‘s nation-building or national identity post-
1965, but ―a merely ornamental, gracious accoutrement, incidental to the more serious business of making 
a living‖ (Koh, 1989: 725)82. As such, Singaporeans are not very interested in local literature or literature 
in general, because it does not constitute an integral part of their consciousness or identity.  
Secondly, Singapore‘s continued reliance on the Cambridge examination syllabi (especially for 
English literature) for the ‗O‘ and ‗A‘ Level Examinations, with their focus on canonical British 
literature, will not encourage local interest in reading, literature or the arts in general, because the students 
feel no sense of connection with the texts that they are made to study (as noted by Holden, 2000: 41). 
While changes have been made in 2006 with the inclusion of some local texts into the ‗O‘ and ‗A‘ Level 
syllabi, the number of local texts being studied is still paltry, and more should be included over time in 
order to ensure that Singapore students are introduced to local writing.  
Thirdly, Singapore lacks a comprehensive distribution and marketing network for its books to be 
exported and promoted overseas, and this is why so few people know about Singapore literature beyond 
the island‘s borders. If the Singaporean government truly desires to develop the Arts scene fully, the 
                                                          
82 Local writer and poet Simon Tay has also made the same point. He laments that ―Our best minds are not drawn to the role 
of the writer because the writer is not recognized or accepted… Literature  in Singapore is… but a simple auxiliary to life‖ 
(Tay quoted in Lim, 1994: 112). 
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above three points should be duly considered as points of rectification as they represent the way ahead for 
Singapore poetry/literature in my opinion.  
In essence, poetry has had a long history in Singapore and a lot of secondary writing on it exists, 
yet there has surprisingly been no attempt to put together a socially and culturally oriented account of 
what it means to be a poet writing in English in Singapore today. This is why I have embarked on this 
research project, which uses the poets‘ own testimonies and my reading of the available secondary 
literature, and by analysing, comparing and synthesising the two carefully, I have attempted to piece 
together a composite account of what impacts contemporary poetry production here in Singapore. So far, 
all the existing academic material on contemporary Singaporean poetry has centred on critical analysis, 
and I hope that my research can act as a supplement because it is a kind of literary anthropology and form 
of context-building which reviews craft as vocation, profession and cultural practice.  I hope that such an 
attempt will make a useful contribution to a better understanding of the limits and merits of what the 
poets achieve, and a clearer understanding of the social, cultural and economic factors that in varying 
degrees affect how poetry is perceived, written, circulated and read (or not read) locally. I have chosen 
not to do the usual kind of literary analysis that might be expected of long projects like this, but the kind 
of work it has been should need no defence, because it is valuable in itself and I feel that there is not 
enough writing of this kind. Thus, I hope that I am helping to fill a gap or lack in academic scholarship 
with this thesis, and I hope to have contributed to a better understanding of the cultural anthropology and 
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Sample of Questionnaire  
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
The following questions will be asked of a selection of contemporary Singaporean poets either orally 
and/or by email. 
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
 What is your attitude towards free verse?  
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 




 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 




 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  




 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
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 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 
other languages you speak/understand/write in? 
 Did you find yourself using English for writing poetry as a natural first choice? 
 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
  Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars?  
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?  
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards?  
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 









Lee Tzu Pheng Questionnaire 
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama? 
 
Writing poetry was never a conscious, deliberate choice.  I had an affinity for poetry and 
loved reading it, from a very young age. I suppose it was a natural progression to begin 
writing poems myself.  Possibly,  the rhythmic and auditory qualities in poetry drew me, 
among other things that appealed in poetry, as I've also been very drawn to music from an 
early age – all kinds of music, which remains one of my chief loves today, though I do not 
play any instrument.  As I understood more of how poetry works, I was also attracted by the 
way words seem to have an enhanced power (to bear more meaning, extend their syntactical 
function, etc) when arranged in a more compact manner, in poems.  Lately, I have been trying 
my hand at prose (short fiction) just to see if by approaching it somewhat in the way of 
poetry, I could enjoy it and produce something worth reading.  It seems to be working..! 
 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
 
Possibly a little of each of the functions you have mentioned!  But, consciously, I write in 
order to find out what it is I think and feel about something that is ―bugging‖ me – because 
that is usually how I start a piece.  I subscribe to: ―How do I know what I think till I see what 
I say?‖  I acknowledge that I am willing to accept whatever emerges as validly a part of what 
my response is to the thing that triggered off the motivating feeling.  Knowing what I think 
and feel enlarges my understanding of what it means to be a human being -- that is one of the 
most meaningful insights I get from writing. 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
I'm generally not aware of any particular attention to tradition or convention when I write. 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing? 
 
Obviously my idea about poetic form(s) derives from my reading poetry, both the traditional 
British poetry I grew up with, and more recent free-form poetry of the last century.  In my 
―formative‖ period (first years at university) I was hooked on the French symbolist poets 
(Rimbaud, Baudelaire, Verlaine), but I didn't like the contemporary American poetry like that 
featured in Poetry Chicago in  the sixties, because they all sounded alike, ―difficult‖ and 
fragmented.  If there is anything I consciously strive for in my own writing, it is clarity and 
simplicity, as much as these are possible without losing, and even perhaps enhancing, the 
other qualities that make for a viable poem. 
 What is your attitude towards free verse?  
 
I generally find the traditional forms restrictive, and prefer free verse; but even as I accept that 
98 
 
in this a poem finds its own shape, I do still exercise control over what it says and how it says 
it.  I don't ever think of free verse as being entirely ―free‖. 
 
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 
There is a temptation, in using free verse, to let words and lines run wild.  I have not found 
this to be productive, at least not for what the process of writing yields, in terms of that basic 
motivation which, for me, is to find out what my response is to the thing that made me need to 
write.  There needs to be a balance between letting go of the reins and drawing them in.  It's 
all part of the discipline of saying what you, in your best judgement, know to be honest and 
not a form of self-dramatization or posturing.  There may be a time for such ploys, but for me 
it is seldom attractive.  
 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 
poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry? 
 
Surely there are any number of alternatives.  But quite often, unless it is a deliberate choice, 




 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
 
There are no inappropriate topics, only inappropriate ways of treating them. 
 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
 
Quite a lot of it is unconscious; I don't know what will emerge till it emerges. I think it 
probably affects my writing in that I therefore don't produce a lot since it takes a greater 
amount of discipline (and the risk of self-discovery) to write.  It compounds the feeling I have 
of solitariness in the task and an element of sheer human cowardice, you might say! 
 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?  
 
This is quite hard for me to answer.  I don't choose to be ―Singaporean‖ (whatever that 
means) as such ; but I do believe that human beings and situations being what they are, it is 
more important to get to the heart of what makes us human, (as Singaporeans), so that there is 
something more worthwhile for a reader to take away, whatever it is I may write about.  
Surely there is nothing uniquely ―Singaporean‖ that is not also human; I believe the writer's 




 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for? 
 
Probably for a reader somewhat like me; but I know that I do consciously try for a simpler, 
more transparent language when writing.  I accept that most likely I will not be read as 
accurately as I'd like; but I try to minimize being mis-read!  I also accept that I may be 
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interpreted in ways I do not foresee; it's a risk we take as writers. 
 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
 
For posterity? Heavens, no! There is enough to deal with here and  now, just getting 
through to others, and to self (I think I am my most  critical reader)!  I will admit, 
though, that writing is a somewhat  schizophrenic process – you read yourself critically 
and you also try to  be the unknown reader who might read you in ways you could, but 
only  to an extent, anticipate. 
 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 
 
Generally, almost no impact, as far as I'm aware.  In fact, the early awards (by NBDC, for 
example) made me feel somewhat embarrassed as I did not think much of my own work.  
However, I am happiest when people who I know are good (i.e. critical) readers find 
something to enjoy or to admire in my work.  The sense of a writing community is important 
to me; but only with people of a real affinity, for whom writing matters more than personal 
hang-ups or axes to grind.  I have found very few to constitute such a community here. 
 
MULTILINGUALISM 
 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
 
For writing, one: English. For everyday conversational use, I am OK with a few Chinese 
dialects (Teochew, Hokkien, Cantonese) and some Mandarin; but I wouldn't describe myself 
as fluent in them. 
 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 
other languages you speak/understand/write in? 
 
I am most comfortable, fluent, think best in English. 
 








  Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
 
No. 
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language? 
 
What is my native language? Even the Teochew dialect I grew up with was only in the spoken 
form.  Using English was not even a choice!  It chose me! 
 
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars? 
No.  In a society that's acceptedly multilingual, what can be done in English can serve to 
motivate. 
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
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International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form? 
 
I can't answer this – I don't have the analytical tools and self-reflexivity; and have never in my 
writing life tried to dissect my use of English in these ways.  Some person trained to do so 
might do it with my work; I can't!  However, I do believe poetry is meant to be heard, to be 
read aloud; its sound is important to me; as far as possible I try to hear what I am writing. 
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
 
 To be quite frank, I haven't given it a thought.  Even with the ostensibly greater 
 establishment interest in the arts (never mind the reasons behind this!) I don't really think it 
has done much to improve the quality of readership or writing of poetry. 
 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 
I do believe that quantitatively more people are aware there are Singaporean writers in our 
midst.  I doubt if this has actually increased the cultural value of such writing.  I think that a 
genuine regard for the value of literature is still very limited in Singapore though lip-service 
approval is perhaps more forthcoming, especially in official circles. My perception is that 
Singaporean literature is mostly lauded because it is Singaporean (―we can achieve!‖), 
without genuine appreciation of what its value is as literature. 
 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
 
God forbid!  This is to take a very external, cynical view of why people write in the first 
place; that is, if they are genuine writers.  
 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 
Elitist? Then I'd rather be a writer in Chinese who has a bigger readership, (I think).  In the 
eyes of most Singaporeans, if you are an Anglophone ―poet‖ you are an oddity, ―not quite 
there‖, a dealer in arcane currency, someone living in their own world and in some sense to be 
avoided because s/he probably uses language in a way that the ordinary person cannot 
understand. 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing? 
 
I think the CAP (20 years of it) has done a great deal to raise awareness and confidence in the 
young to try their hand at writing, and for some of those who discover a gift, to be more 
willing to entertain a commitment to it.  What they do need is on-going encouragement, and a 
sounding board of genuine but critically nurturing readers.  A natural impediment is a 
shortage of experienced writers with time and inclination to take on the mentorship task.  I 
have been associated with the CAP since its inception; I have learnt a lot about how and why 




 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards? 
 
Such awards have their their pros and cons, as anywhere in the world, I would think. I'm sure 
it does give some incentive to writers, though I don't believe any writer actually writes with 
winning an award in mind.  The NAC awards are to a degree dictated – shall we say 
―muddied‖ -- by the desire, albeit tacit, to observe an equitable distribution among the various 
language streams.  I do think it is especially difficult to compare standards where literary 
works are concerned, unlike the other art forms, such as painting, music or photography, for 
example. 
 
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
I'm not aware of using role models; I just prefer some kinds of writing to others.  This also 
changes to some extent over time, and at different stages of life. 
 
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
 
William B. Yeats, for a sense of vocation, yes; though I don't like some of his writing.  I knew 
D.J. Enright personally and he was my Professor of English when I was a student, and I 
greatly admire the wit and humanity of his poetry.  Among the Singapore poets, the ones 
whose work I feel closest to and admire the most are Boey Kim Cheng (now migrated to 
Australia), Arthur Yap and Daren Shiau.  
 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 




















 Sometimes I feel that poetry chose me. I did not consciously set out to write poems at all, which 
explains in part why I was usually a little uncomfortable when people labelled me a poet at the 
beginning. In a way I am an accidental poet. 
 The initial motive, if that may be called motive, was because I really was trying to clarify some 
issues with myself. It was my way of conversing with myself through writing. When I first 
entered National University of Singapore in 1982, I was trying to come to terms with a major 
disappointment in my personal life, trying to figure out my sense of self and self-worth. Now I 
look back to realize that it was a necessary part of growing up. Of course I couldn‘t talk to my 
parents whose primary concern was providing for our most basic needs, naturally, as we were 
poor. They had no time nor propensity to talk. Language was also a hindrance. They spoke only 
Teochew and while my Teochew was operational, I could not very well engage in concepts like 
―meaning of life‖ using Teochew. I couldn‘t quite confide in my siblings – they were busy and 
struggling with their lives – nor did I have any ―best‖ friend at that time. I am not exactly a born 
extrovert, so I spent a great deal of time in the Singapore-Malayan collection just reading. 
Gradually I became curious about works written by local writers who are alive. After all I have 
mainly encountered the buried writers of the British canon in Literature. It helped of course that 
some of them, mainly Edwin Thumboo, Arthur Yap and Lee Tzu Pheng were all then teaching in 
the University. There is a face to the life in their poetry. That for me was illuminating. 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 Essentially I write when there is something I feel strongly about and want to ―share that‖- be it an 
idea or an emotion et cetera. 
 I think I experiment with forms of poetry because I enjoy the process of it. I have no issue with 
free verse or any other formal conventions. I do have high respect for discipline and craft. It is a 
very tall order – to be able to keep to the disciplined forms. 
 
POEM-REALITY 
 ―Subject matter‖ can be both private or social. Everything is equally suited as long as the writing 
is not vicious or targeted at hurting anyone, or malice disguised as ―art‖ to get back at someone 
or something. Writing, for me, should preferably edify. Consequently, choice of subject matter is 
conscious. It affects my writing in that I try to avoid ―negativity‖ in my writing. 
 At the beginning, my poems do not actively reflect local issues. However because I was 
immersed in reading the Singapore-Malaysian poets and responding to them as one who has lived 
most of her formative years in Singapore, I think instinctively there is a local tinge. Gradually 
though I became a lot more conscious of myself as a practicing poet in Singapore. 
 
POEM-AUDIENCE 
 I began writing as a way to clarify my tensions, conflicts, consequently my first audience was 
myself. I imagine the person whom I was writing for as one who appreciates words, who has the 
simple capacity to feel the way I feel. 
 Of course I am human, frail and at times vain too, so of course recognition is encouraging. How 
long can one work in isolation with no acknowledgement? I think it can be too damaging to the 
psyche to lose connection with the larger community. The heart and sensitive ego can only 
endure that much. So some form of recognition is useful to help one along. However, I guess one 
must keep things in perspective. Perhaps as long as what I write and published is being read and 
can connect with at least one other person, then I am likely to feel that it is not futile. 
 
MULTILINGUALISM 
 I am comfortable with both English and Chinese. When it comes to the spoken forms, I am 
comfortable using both but would assess myself as being more competent in English than in 
Chinese. I am very comfortable listening to both. While I comprehend both, I suspect if the bulk 
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of literary variety is used, I would have more trouble following the literary Chinese than the 
literary English. At times, I find the music in Chinese idioms and the Chinese language very 
moving. It speaks to my heart. At the same time, I can be moved by the lyric of the English 
written word and its own kind of rhythm. That speaks to my mind and reasoning. 
I think I am very fortunate to be exposed to both languages in school. Moreover, as I need to use 
Teochew at home with my parents, there was no cause to use either language at home to tip it one 
way or another. However I am clearly more proficient in writing in English than Chinese through 
sheer circumstances. My writing in Chinese is strictly functional, I think.  
 I suspect that using English for writing poetry is my ―natural first choice‖ only because I was 
reading English Literature from junior college onwards. 
 English is my ―primary‖ language because I need to operate in that language for work. My 
―home‖ tongue is Teochew. 
 My first published piece was a Chinese essay printed in the Chinese newspaper. That was when I 
was in Secondary Two. I have a few very short Chinese poems written for my own fun. They are 
all unpublished. 
 The issue of language is particularly ―thorny‖ for me for my parents disagreed on what language 
medium school to send me to when I was of school-going age. My late father would have like to 
send me to a Chinese medium school but my mother believed strongly that an English education 
would help me more. 
 I think I adopt a variety of Standard English but my voice could be Singaporean and hence 
certain turns of phrase may be perceived as Singlish.  
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 I think I am fairly lucky when it comes to government policies on art/culture development. 
For example, my experience at the Iowa International Writers‘ Programme could only have been 
possible with a Fellowship awarded by the National Arts Council. Never in my mind did it occur 
to me that I would have that opportunity. That was a tremendous blessing to me. 
 The inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum is a measure of our maturity to 
acknowledge that some of writing can stand the scrutiny of analysis. 
 I think it is a misperception to regard English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖. Refinement of taste has no automatic co-relation with qualifications. I 
have met some vulgar, inconsiderate, crass, ―educated‖ (in terms of receiving higher education) 
people. I come from a home-environment that is the furthest from ―upper-class‖. There were 
seven of us crammed into a one-room flat when I was growing up. My father was jobless for a 
substantial part of his life and could only find sporadic employment. It did not help that he 
acquired a gambling habit. Poetry was never part of the equation in my growing up. Owning 
books or anything was a luxury. Making sure we had food on the table was the only 
consideration. When I was in Secondary school, my elder sister bought me my first story book 
for she just entered the workforce. For someone who writes, I need to say I came to reading fairly 
late in life. I was not surrounded by books at home. Fortunately, there was the library, in my 
primary school too. I‘d like to think poetry found me, for whatever the reason.  
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 When I began writing in 1982 or so, there was no such programme such as the CAP or any 
formal notion of mentorship that I was aware of. I was just very lucky to have met three men who 
were very instrumental when I first began writing. They are the late Arthur Yap, Edwin 
Thumboo and John Drew. I suspect they were some kind of father-figures I was looking for. My 
dad was very absent in my life; I must admit that I was very angry with him when I was much 
younger. It was just the misfortune of living in a certain circumstance. It was a misfortune not 
unique only to me. It‘s life. Perhaps my father brought out the best and worst in my mother and 
we the children bore the brunt of that. I would like to believe he tried as best as he could while he 
struggled with his personal demons. 
 With the belief that the three tutors had in me and their encouragement , I think I was able to just 




NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 In Singapore, the poets whose practice most influenced my own sense of vocation would have to 
be the late Arthur Yap, Lee Tzu Pheng and Boey Kim Cheng They seemed concerned more with 
just writing and producing quality work. I respect that highly. Edwin Thumboo I respect because 
of his vision and stamina. 
 Working and living in any society will have impact on one‘s writing. While it is true that 
Singapore is highly pragmatic, the same might be said of any city actually.  
 Clearly the issues of money/making a living does impact on my production of poetry. I would 
have liked to have a sustained period of time to just focus on writing but holding down a full time 
job takes a lot out of a person. I clock in about 10 hours on a typical day. That leaves me with 
very little time to ruminate and reflect. That has an impact on production of writing because I am 
too exhausted at the end of a day to delve deeper into an issue. I just want to rest. 
 
The following oral interview with Heng Siok Tian was held at Wish Bone Café at Bukit Timah 
Plaza, on 27
th
 February 2009, Friday at 3pm 
 
Q: Hello Siok Tian thanks for taking the time to meet me today. Did you just finish teaching? 
 
A: Hello, yes school just ended at 2pm for me. 
 
Q: I would like to ask you some questions to clarify or elaborate on some of the answers that 
you‟ve given me in your email questionnaire responses. Firstly, you made the interesting 
comment under the Poem-Reality section of your questionnaire. You said that “Everything is 
equally suited [to be subject matter] as long as the writing is no vicious or targeted at hurting 
someone, or malice disguised as „art‟ to get back at someone or something.” Were you referring 
to anything in particular? 
 
A: Oh no there‘s nothing much to that. It was just an elaboration. I guess subject matter is both 
eclectic and egalitarian for me. One can always draw from one‘s personal experiences, but the 
question is always how much and to what extent. When I write I draw from my own experiences but it 
is never literal, I must always change it through art. I need art to transform it, to add something to the 
experience. Thus, even if the impulse is personal, the end product goes through the process of artistic 
transformation, and the end poem as a product is something different from the original impulse that 
inspired it. 
 
Q: You also mentioned that over time, you grey “more conscious of [your]self as a practicing 
poet in Singapore.” How did that happen? 
 
A: I began writing as a way of clarifying doubts, and I was writing for myself, so I did not see myself 
as part of the literary heritage, meaning how writers write to respond to other writers, where there‘s an 
organic tradition and growth. I started out as a personal poet. But over time I grew aware that there is 
a public and social voice of poetry, and a certain social role that poetry has to play. This was when I 
started to write poems in response to poems by Thumboo or Arthur Yap. I guess I hope that in time 
my own poems will evoke responses from the younger generation of poets as well. I find these poetic 
conversations between poets meaningful, edifying and helpful as they are constructive. No man‘s an 
island, so I can‘t remain an island as a poet forever.  
 
Q: Besides Thumboo and Yap that you‟ve mentioned which other local poets‟ works do you 
engage with? 
 
A: I read Alfian, Alvin and Yi-Sheng‘s poems‘s too. But I think my work differs from theirs because 
my poems are more personal and private, and it is just the issue of whether people can share in my 
poems. But even if the poems are private it does not mean that they are not making a point about 




Q: What do you mean by that? 
 
A: I mean that I do make comments about society in my poems, but these comments are of a personal 
sort. I am not the activist sort. I am happy to be an observer. Just like how there are all kinds of people 
in the world there‘s also room for a whole range of poetry, be it dramatic, lyrical, epic, attention-
seeking etc. Mine is more personal and contemplative. 
 
Q: Some people have commented that local poets today do not seem very concerned about 
politics or the state of Singapore‟s affairs, because these topics are not reflected in their writing. 
This stands in contrast to Thumboo‟s time where they were concerned about subjects like 
national identity or nation building. What are your views? 
 
A: Well I think it‘s just an expression of engagement. You can engage in a dramatic and politicized 
way or have a quieter and more subliminal response. There are different ways of engagement and 
everyone‘s manifestations of expression are different. Our society today is very media driven. The 
literary arts are very solitary and of the quieter sort of expression. For example, I do have poems 
about the Merlion or poverty, but this quieter form of engagement is just part of my personality, 
because I don‘t like conflict, antagonism or hostility. I am a Romantic because I like the positive. 
 
Q: What do you think about Singapore‟s contemporary poetry scene? 
 
A: Our poetry scene in Singapore is an unknown one. This makes me sad but not disappointed, 
because this is just the way things are. I am pragmatic about things, which is why I choose to 
contribute through teaching in school. There is no way a single society can have a huge poetry reading 
public. There are the economies of life to consider: So many people are busy with the daily grind of 
life. Even in big countries like the US, it‘s still selected pockets of people who read poetry and not the 
entire population. 
 
Q: So do you think that poetry is the pastime of the elite in Singapore then? 
 
A: No, I‘m not at all comfortable with the elite idea. Coming from a rich family background does not 
equate having cultural capital, even if the idea of elite connotes a certain literacy level. I went to RGS 
which had a conducive environment for reading and learning, but I don‘t think that that makes me 
―elite‖ in any way. I would prefer it if term was changed to ―Access to cultural capital level‖ rather 
than ―elite,‖ because ―elite‖ is a rather dirty word for me. My parents‘ generation might not be 
educated but they are very intelligent. This use of education levels as a marker of success/social 
position is a new thing and development in recent times in this generation.  
 
Q: So you are saying that the connotations and meaning of “elite” has changed with time?  
 
A: Yes I guess. It used to refer to a class elite in my parents‘ time but now it refers to the educational 
background that you come from.  
 
Q: You are one of the few female poets in Singapore. Singapore seems to have far fewer female 
than male poets. What are your thoughts on this? 
 
A: That‘s true. Kim Cheng and Felix are both poets from my generation and they‘re men. There is 
Madeleine Lee but she started writing and only came onto the poetry scene much later. I am an 
accidental poet because I started writing in response to the works of earlier poets. I think there might 
be less female poets because women have less ―role model‖ poets than men do. And we can‘t make a 
career out of being a poet in Singapore, unlike playwriting. Ovidia Yu made a career out of being a 
playwright, but I can‘t do that with poetry. Women have more roles to fulfill: We have to clean the 
house, work, have kids, look after the home, cook, etc. These are very real demands, and writing then 




Q: You mentioned earlier that you choose to contribute to the local poetry scene by teaching. 
How do you do that? 
 
A: Well I am the HOD of Hwa Chong‘s Literature Department, so I try to include local writing in the 
Prac Crit lessons wherever I can. Kuo Pao Kun‘s plays, Suchen Christine Lim‘s A Fistful of Colours, 
and Arthur Yap‘s Space of City Trees are ―A‖ Level texts now, so I try to push for these to be taught 
because it depends on what paper the school selects for the students to take. 
 
Q: What about the CAP? Are you part of it? 
 
A: I‘ve been involved in the CAP for 20 over years. I give workshops, mentor students but now I am 
very busy so I am not mentoring any students currently. Clarissa Oon from The Straits Times is one of 
my earliest mentees.  
 
Q: What are your thoughts that most of the CAP participants usually do not end up being 
published poets? 
 
A: Well one needs stamina to want to continue to write, if not life takes over and writing fizzles out. It 
all boils down to yourself. No programme can help instil that commitment for writing in you.  
 
Q: What are your thoughts on living and working in a pragmatic country like Singapore?  
 
A: Well I‘m a workaholic so I need my job to keep going. That said, I also need solitude and time out 
for myself. My 3rd collection of poems was half written during the 3 months Writer‘s Programme at 
the University of Iowa, so that collection is very tightly knitted together. There is actually one word in 
every poem that is repeated in the next poem, so it is structured.  I had put a lot of work into 
structuring Contours. Arthur Yap actually thought my 3rd collection was my strongest collection, even 
though he likes the first one a lot as well.  
 
Q: How did Contours differ from your earlier 2 collections? 
 
A: Contours is denser, with a lot more allusions and intertextual references, and it represents my 
growth as a writer. The words on the cover are actually the hyperlinked words in the poem, but very 
few people realize that. The collection deals with polarized binary ideas, like analog versus non-
analog, digitized versus non-digitised.  
 
Q: To end, how would you sum up the local poetry scene that you yourself are a part of? 
 
A: I can‘t sum it up. It is too organic, and I think it is too soon to sum it up. I am glad to have a scene 
that started, but it can‘t be summarized because it is still growing like a child. Maybe I am more 
distant from it unlike others like Alfian, Alvin and Cyril who are more active as they are in it full-
time, so I am more passive and distant from the scene. But I think it does need different perspectives 
and narratives from female writers.  
 
Q: Thank you for all your time. Your ideas and thoughts have been very helpful to me. 
 











Madeleine Lee Questionnaire 
 
The following oral interview with Madeleine Lee was held at Culina‟s at Dempsey Road, on 
27th August 2008, Wednesday at 5pm 
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
 
I was introduced to literature because my RGS principal Miss Norris said that no one could drop 
literature in school. This was the best thing that anyone could say to a growing child. I don‘t really 
know why I wrote poems and not fiction, but maybe it is because I have no imagination and cannot 
make up things, so I just write what is around me in a curious way. I don‘t like writing or reading 
fiction. I am more interesting in vertical non-chronological history. For example, I am currently 
reading the ―History of the Pencil,‖ ―History of the Toothpick,‖ and I‘ve also read about plagues, 
snatches of history books, stuff like that.  
 
I just got started on poetry and continued with it. I was fascinated by the process of reduction, because 
it is a lot harder to say less than to say more, and there is the economy of words in poetry.  
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
 
I am influenced by Tang poetry, which I read in Chinese. I am fascinated by the symbolism, and how 
it is able to capture so much with just one character. This is perhaps why my poems are in snatches, as 
I try not to say more than I have to. 
 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
 
Tang poetry as I‘ve mentioned. 
 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
 
I write what I see. I recent told Ronald Klein in his Interlogue interview that I have ―no imagination‖ 
and it is true. I just write from my observations, and I am very visual in taking in stuff, so it is like a 
photograph of a place/person/character that I have in my mind that I try to reduce in my poem. It is 
always visual things that intrigue me and captures my attention. There is something about the visual 
that I then go on to reduce in words.  I am a keen photographer and I have an ―odd eye‖ for things, 
and this translates in my writing into something that is ―off-centre,‖ which to me is fun. 
 




I write in free verse because rhyming poems constrain me, forces me to think in a shell, so I write in 
free verse. I didn‘t write modern poetry until very late, between the first and second book. In school 
poetry always came very easily to me. 
 
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 




 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
 
I can‘t make things up as I find that that is very contrived, so I tend to write what I see around me. For 
example, my ―Ice‖ poem in fiftythree/zerothree was something that I had seen in three parts, and then 
I just wrote it down. My Paris poems were the breakthrough for me because it was the first long piece 
for me as I usually write very short poems. I was there for 4 days showing my friend around as I know 
Paris pretty well, and everything got strung in an arc. Where one poem ends the next one began. I 
wrote all those poems very quickly just before and after boarding the plane. I‘m a pen and Moleskine 
person so I wrote it all in there. I care a lot about what the poem looks like because I am such a visual 
person, so I play with the poem‘s shapes. This is just instinctual to me. 
 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   
 
No. There‘s nothing distinctly Singaporean about them. Just about people and their interactions, their 
surroundings, like MacRitchie walks---but I don‘t name the place---trees, plants, ants. I definitely 




 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
No. 
 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
No. 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 
 
Yes, to be recognized as a poet only that it‘s so odd. I got recognized once and it felt so weird!  
 
MULTILINGUALISM 
 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
 
I am bilingual in English and Chinese 
 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 




More so than Chinese 
 




 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
 
No I was brought up bilingual, and I spoke Hokkien and Chinese to my parents, and Hokkien to my 
grandmother. 
 
 Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
 
I have written a few poems in Chinese. 
 
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
 
I didn‘t choose, some poems come to me in Chinese and I retained them in Chinese but the publisher 
rejected them as he said that having poems in two languages is confusing. I find the drawings of some 
Chinese poems very clean. 
 
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars?  
 
Not necessarily because you can use the local sounds that are Singlish in your opens. But do you 
consider Singlish as English? 
 
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
 
These labels are not important to me. 
 
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
 
They don‘t, because to get a NAC grant you need to have already been accepted by a publisher first 
for publishing. NAC grants might help a bit but they don‘t actually impact my writing. 
 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 




I do mentor students in the CAP, and I was a participant in the MAP. I was a mentee to Suchen 
Christine Lim in the MAP even though she is a novelist and I am a poet. Suchen introduced me to Lee 
Tzu Pheng and they both thought that I was ready to be published, so that‘s how the first two of my 
books got published. I would say the NAC has been very good to me because the MAP introduced me 
to Suchen who gave me the confidence that I could be a published poet. 
 
Being a mentor in the CAP and MAP has helped me as a writer because my discovery of what and 
how to write in the last 4 years have ironically come from workshops where I teach students, because 
from my teaching I had to discover how and why I came to be a poet, and why I wanted to write. 
When I teach students I am most interested in what I call their ―eye‖ in poetry, which is their unique 
perspective on things, as opposed to the ―craft,‖ which are the writing skills. To me, ―craft‖ can be 
learnt and acquired but ―eye‖ cannot be gotten, so the current MAP student that I have chosen isn‘t 
very good in English but has the most interesting ―eye‖ and slant on things! The ―eye‖ is what gives 
the writing the spark, and is what differentiates, say a first class honours from a second upper. I‘m not 
a first class honours student myself so I recognize the spark when I see it!  
 
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards?  
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
I am an ―untaught‖ poet since I did not come from a literary background so I just write, especially in 
my first book. I‘ve been writing since I was in secondary 1, and I restarted writing in the 80s and the 
90s. I just let the moment seize me, and when the poem comes to me I just write. The poems in my 
first book were usually about my granny and sons. They were ―I‖ poems, and then I took the ―I‖ out 
to get third person poems, and I found these ―detached poems‖ much better as I could say so much 
more. 
 
My second book was written rapidly in 13 months after the first book, and here I was wrestling with 
the craft. It was a different book as it was not so whimsical, spontaneous and easy going. I no longer 
let the moment seize me but I seized the moment instead, in the sense that I crafted what I wanted to 
say. It is important to me that my poems have colours, shape and sound as they must condense and 
trigger in the reader what I saw visually when I was writing the poem. I want to let them ―see‖ 
through my writing too. 
 
My third book was quite an accidental one. Eleanor (Wong) and I went on holiday to Greece with a 
group of friends and only both of us were writers. We went to visit different places there and it turns 
out that we were both writing poems on the same places eg the Acropolis, and it was interesting that 
we had different perspectives on the same thing. So from these 10 days in Greece I wrote 24 poems, 
and a year later my publisher found out that Eleanor had 12 poems from the same trip as well, so they 
were put together and Y Grec was born. Y Grec was also developed into a theatre production, and it 
was an hour long production. I was ok with it because I felt that the whole book was like a song. I 
liked how it turned out, and I‘m easy going about people‘s interpretation about my work because I 
feel that words generally do not generate enough attention. 
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
 
Suchen is not a poet but she has been very influential to me. She was my mentor in the MAP, helped 




 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
 










































Boey Kim Cheng Questionnaire 
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
It was the decisive encounter with Keats when I was about 14 that started it. ―To Autumn‖ altered the 
course of my life entirely. I was captivated by the feel of it, the world that was so different from 
Singapore, the school where I was toiling at that time. It took me a while to hear the music, learn to 
read the lines, but once I tuned in to the voice, that deeply sensual, sad and beautiful tone, I was 
smitten. I went on to read all of Keats, and the Gittings biography, and was totally converted to the 
Keatsian idea of poetry and the poet. 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
Not sure about that. Maybe we write because we don‘t know the questions, let alone the answers. We 
write different poems for different reasons. In the earlier poems, it was perhaps a quest for a way of 
life that could assuage the restlessness in me, to find a way forward, test myself and my work against 
the ideals that I have discovered in Keats, Hopkins, that the poet must preserve his solitary nature, 
integrity, and stay true to the demands of his art. Then you write to commemorate friendships, the 
moments of epiphany or ―spots of time‖, to quote Wordsworth. Later, as you slide into middle age, 





 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
A poet finds his own tradition, his own canon that will shape him, guide him. I subscribe to Eliot‘s 
idea in ―Tradition and the Individual Talent‖, that the poet must have all the voices of the past 
circulating in his bloodstream, that the best way to start out is to steal, not imitate, but it isn‘t 
something that is passed down. It‘s something the poet must find out for himself, alone. The I-Thou 
relationship between him and the master poet/poem. It‘s what Heaney calls a moment of poetic 
recognition, when you realise that something profound is happening, triggered off by the poem or 
poet, that your creative centre and energy is being charged, jolted, reoriented. 
 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
It was less important when I started out. What drew me were the individual voices, and one led to 
another. Keats to Owen, to Hopkins, to Eliot, Edward Thomas, Heaney etc. Sometimes it was another 
genre that led to poets writing in another language and culture. Mahler led to Rilke. Along the way 
you pick up Neruda, Lorca, Cavafy, via the translations of Americans like Bly and Merwin. A lot 
depended on what was available in the old National Library and British Council, which wasn‘t much 
compared to now, but the collections were concentrated and the good voices easier to pick out.  It‘s a 
strangely international process. Somehow I wasn‘t inclined to seek out the local voices. Perhaps there 
was an element of escape in it. Also I was working alone and didn‘t have anyone to direct me to the 
local scene. 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
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It was Keats who started me, and to this day I hold on to many of the axioms I memorized back then – 
―The vale of soul-making‖, ―What the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be Truth‖ etc. Of course 
they have suffered quite a lot of battering, these romantic ideals, but they have given me staying 
power. 
 What is your attitude towards free verse?  
No poem  is really free. Even with Ginsberg or O‘Hara, there is method to the madness. You have to 
find a form each time you write. Frost says that free verse is like playing tennis without the net, but 
the idea of the net is always there. 
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
When I set out, I have little idea of where the poem will take me, or what form I should use. It‘s a 
process of sounding, patiently letting the poem reveal its shape.  
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 
poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?  
In good poems, all these descriptive boundaries vanish, like in Yeats‘ late poems, where you get the 
feel of a man thinking so deeply and naturally that the lyric, narrative, meditative and dramatic fuse. I 
don‘t recall being aware, when the poem starts to form itself, of whether this is going to be a lyric or 





 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
Theme or subject-matter is something that comes later, when you interpret the poem. I don‘t set 
myself themes. It‘s more a state, spiritual, mental and physical that sets you going, or an image or line 
that floats into the mind. Even when it‘s a deliberate sequence, like the one I did on the German artist, 
Munter. It‘s more an obsession that has settled in that makes you search for a way of naming it, 
putting it down on paper. 
 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
Again it‘s never wholly conscious or entirely unconscious. It‘s more a mixture. You get these 
impulses, these urges from deep within, and then as you write on, they start to define themselves on 
the page, and slowly the creative will takes over. Inspiration is a fading coal, as Shelley says. In your 
youth, you write quicker, transmitting the messages instantly, seizing the images as they offer 
themselves. I did that with the poem on Chatwin. It just came out, a few hours after learning that he 
was dead. As you get older, the writing really begins only after the first full draft. You revise more 
and writing becomes re-writing. 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   
I don‘t think I ever wrote a poem with a clear agenda. If there is anything of local relevance or 
flavour, it is there because the poem demanded it. I think while my poetry has often been described as 
cosmopolitan and rarely local in orientation, the writer I am, how I feel and think, is inescapably 
Singaporean, whatever that means. There is always the conjunction of the local and the universal, the 
parochial, region and international, when you write well, when your writing becomes a way of 
mapping, of finding your way. 
 
POEM-AUDIENCE  
 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
With the best poems, it seems like you are writing to an other, this mysterious listener, an ideal friend 
who understands and is happy with you not saying too much. There isn‘t this group of readers out 
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there that I want my poems to reach. Of course, it‘s great when the poems connect with others, when 
you get emails saying how much your poetry has meant, but it‘s a bonus. You write mainly because 
you have to, for yourself. 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
No. No, No. 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 
I shunned that when I was younger, because I was a bit perverse, and thought poetry had to resist 
fame, material rewards, in order to keep its authenticity. Even then, there was a pleasure that I 
suppressed, the glow when good reviews came. Now, the recognition is good and career-boosting, but 
I have learned early on not to rely on that. 
 
MULTILINGUALISM 
 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
Can read Chinese, German comfortably. 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 
other languages you speak/understand/write in? 
It‘s the language of my being. Can‘t escape it. 
 Did you find yourself using English for writing poetry as a natural first choice? 
There was never any choice. 
 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
Primary. 
  Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
No 
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
As I said, I had no other choice. 
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars?  
Nope, it‘s a very rich language. 
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
We all do a bit of code-switching, especially now that I live in Australia.  
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
I could have written in Chinese, if I had remained in a Chinese school. I was transferred to an English 
school because my parents thought that that was the best thing to do, for my future. I don‘t know how 
much their decision can be attributed to govt policy. 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
I can‘t comment on this as I have been overseas for the last ten years, but when I was studying 
literature in secondary school and college, there were no local authors. If there were, I might have 
taken a different road. Now, it‘s strange but very heartening to receive emails from ―A‖ level students 
studying ―Another Place.‖ I‘ve been told that some really detest it, and others tell that it has made a 
difference in their lives. I think as a writer, that is something that makes it all worthwhile. 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
I don‘t think class differences have anything to do with it. I came from a lower-income single-parent 
home and there are others who came from a more privileged background. You write because the 
writing finds you. 
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 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
Don‘t think so. It‘s a common language. 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?  
No, it all came a bit late for me. When I started writing, it was a quiet and solitary business. I think 
while there is plenty of support now for emerging writers, the downside is that there is less space and 
time to develop. 
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards?  
The money is good, but it should never be why you write. 
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
Keats, Heaney, Hopkins, too many. You serve an apprenticeship with each and see how far short you 
fall. There is only the trying. 
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? Keats, Rilke, 
Lowell, Heaney. 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? Jane Hirshfield, Raymond 
Carver, Derek Mahon, Michael Longley etc. 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? About the same for each.  
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
There are networks, and these days poets excel at that. There is certainly better awareness of poets out 
there, in the rest of the world, through Amazon and the web. 
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
You have to learn to cope with the pressure, find your own space, march to your own drumbeat. It‘s 
hard, and it does get you down and paralyse the writing, but the challenge is to find a way to protect 
the writing, the writer in you. 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
That is always a problem. Juggling the writing and the need to make money. The writers I like most 














Felix Cheong Questionnaire  
 




 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
 
I guess poetry chose me. It‘s the most natural medium for me. I‘ve written novels, short stories and a 
poetic drama. But my default, auto-pilot, mode remains poetry. You can call it a divine gift, which is 
something I‘ve now come to accept, in my old age. 
 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
 





 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
 
When I published my first two volumes, I wasn‘t conscious of tradition. My poetics was shaped by 
intuition as much as by what I had read and been influenced by. It was only when I had to 
intellectualise my methodology during my MPhil (creative writing) programme in Australia that I 
knew how and where to park my poetry. 
 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
 
I see my poetry as belonging to the lyrical tradition that calls John Donne, T S Eliot and Dylan 
Thomas its ancestors. But with my more recent poems, I‘m trying to untie myself from this cord. 
Trying different rhythms, breaking up my natural inclination. 
 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
 
Whatever works is whatever works. The poem calls the shots; it tells me what form it takes, what 
shape it wants, be it a sonnet or free verse. It‘s a living thing,  
Traditional forms are useful insofar as they provide a ready-made container. But, like an ancient 
artifact, it‘s prone to leakages. So you sometimes have to innovate patches to plug it. 
 
 What is your attitude towards free verse?  
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 
The myth of free verse is that it‘s free-for-all. Far from it. It actually requires more craftsmanship and 




 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 
poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?  
 
For me, the challenge is to write a verse novel in which lyric/descriptive/meditative/dramatic poems 
collude and collide to tell a story. I started writing one earlier this year in the voice of a Filipina 
barmaid I had met in Siglap but after seven poems, I abandoned the project because I couldn‘t get her 




 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
 
Voice and subject matter go hand-in-hand. A poet without his subject matter is like a voice without a 
body. You can‘t tear one from the other because the subject matter, what he‘s obsessed about, is the 
raison d‘être for the voice to whisper, speak, shout. 
So, just as there‘re different bodies with different timbres of voices, I feel all topics are just as valid. 
In the words of poet Grigson: ―Summation of a not entirely worthless poet: He is always in earnest 
about the trivial. Summation of an entirely worthless poet: He is always trivial about the serious. 
 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing?  
 
For me, the choice of subject matter began as unconscious but with every volume, has become more 
conscious/self-conscious. It‘s limiting in a way but a good poet should be able to ditch the spade and 
haul in the big machinery to dig deeper into the subject matter. 
 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   
 
As far as I‘m concerned, I‘m not concerned about whether my poems are distinctly Singaporean or 






 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
 
The writer who claims he doesn‘t write for posterity and/or recognition is either a liar or has 
camouflaged his true intentions. In fact, I‘ve stated as much in my poem, ―Wannabe Poet‖ from 
Temptation and Other Poems. But this doesn‘t necessarily mean that it impacts directly on how I 
write or what I choose to write about.  
 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 
 
I don‘t consciously write with a particular readership in mind, though I‘d like to imagine my ideal 






 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 
other languages you speak/understand/write in? 
 Did you find yourself using English for writing poetry as a natural first choice? 
 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
 
English is, de facto and by default, my mother tongue. It‘s the language I dream in. I‘d describe my 
sense of English as standard although my Australian creative writing supervisor pointed out to me that 
some of my expressions are decidedly non-standard. So perhaps ―standard Singaporean English‖ is a 
better way to pigeon-hole it. 
 
 Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars?  
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
 
I tried writing a few poems in Chinese in 2004 but I just didn‘t have the mastery of to say what I mean 
and mean what I say. Maybe English deracinates, but the language itself is so creative in stealing from 
other languages that it‘s rich enough with possibilities. I don‘t believe it kills off creativity in other 
vernaculars. It‘s a matter of choice.  
 
The next half of this questionnaire was done via a face-to-face interview on the 26
th
 July 2008, 
Saturday, 11.30am, at Raffles City Soup Kitchen 
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
 
They don‘t impact my writing personally in terms of subject matter/motivations, but the NAC 
grants/travel grants do help me financially. 
 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 
There is very little emphasis at the moment, with no local literature being especially. Recently there 
was the introduction of Daren Shiau‘s Heartland but this is not enough.  
 
I feel that introducing young 13 to 14-year-olds to English literature and Shakespeare is a sure-fire 
way to turn them off literature as the language used is something the children totally can‘t connect 
with. Local literature connects more because the teens will be able to connect and identify with it, be 
it the language used, the mannerisms, the colloquialisms etc.  
 
I feel that the whole notion of ―Standard English‖ is part of a colonial mentality. Local lit is alright 
because works should be true to their own roots where they are set.  
 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 




This has never occurred to me. 
 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 




PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?  
 
Well I came through as a writer without the CAP, and my generation wrote from the intrinsic need to 
write. I feel that because of that, writers from my generation are more self-driven, and writing felt 
more like a calling. But this also means that we had to learn things the hard way. We are more 
disciplined but we had to learn through trial and error.  
 
I would say that I‘ve a mixed attitude towards the current CAP. I feel that it is positive in terms of 
skill transference from the older and more experienced writers to the younger ones. They do not have 
to learn by trial and error and make the unnecessary mistakes that the older writers have made.  
 
However, this can be a negative thing as the CAP also allows too much hand-holding and pampering, 
and for these young writers, this results in not having the urge to push through. For example, none of 
the MAP mentees have ever published anything (I find out that this is untrue later as Madeleine Lee is 
a product of the MAP and she is soon due to publish her 4th volume of poetry) and this is very 
disappointing. Most of them just become a cog in the work machinery, but I hope that they will still 
become writers one day.  
 
In terms of the CAP, there are only a mere handful of former CAP students who are published writers 
after more than 10 years of the programme. In fact, there are only 2 who ever became published, and 
they are Alfian Sa‘at and Ng Yi-Sheng. (Yi-Sheng tells me later that Aaron Maniam was a member of 
the CAP who has published as well, and Toh Hsien Min is another published poet who was from the 
CAP.) There is another young female poet, Teng Qian Xi, who is due to be published soon.  
 
I currently have two MAP mentees and have just finished mentoring 2 CAP students. 
 
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards?  
 
There is some awareness of local literature/poetry with the awards, but only for a limited time. With 
these awards come national recognition, and this spurs the younger writers to try harder, but it also 
gets very competitive and might breed bad blood. 
 
The money you win from the NAC award can be used for something related to your craft, for example 
holding an exhibition, furthering your studies, for example my MPhil in Creative Writing was partly 
funded by the money I‘d won from my NAC Young Artist of the Year for Literature in 2000 Award, 




I do not feel that the awards commercialises the craft. I think that it is positive and good because this 
is what writers can aspire towards, and winning an NAC award does give one a certain clout when 
one applies for future grants. For example, I feel that the NAC grant I‘d received for the reading tours 
I‘d conducted overseas to the US, Philippines and Australia to promote Singapore Literature abroad 
might not have been possible if I had not won the Young Artist of the Year Award in 2000. 
 
I organised a reading tour in Australia in 2001 when I was living and studying there, and along with 
other poets like Shu Hoong and Alvin, we visited Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane as stops for the 
tour. We read Singapore poetry at books shops and universities, and also brought along volumes of 
our books to sell. 
 
In the same year in 2001, I also organised a reading tour to Manila in the Philippines, and Aaron, 
Alvin and Siok Tian went along with me. This was during former Filipino President Estrada‘s 
impeachment period, so the atmosphere in the city was very tense. 
 
In 2002, I led the local poets on a reading tour to the US, and the cities we visited included Santa 
Clara, Santa Barbara and San Francisco. 
 
These overseas reading tours that I‘d organised helped to open a lot of doors and eyes for local poetry, 
and the Singapore-Filipino poetry anthology Love Gathers All was born out of the reading tour to the 
Philippines. If you ask me, I feel that Alvin, Shu Hoong (through Sub Text) and myself push and 
promote Singapore poetry overseas the most amongst all the local poets. 
 
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
 
Lee Tzu Pheng, Dylan Thomas, T S Eliot. I like the religious aspect to Thomas‘s and Eliot‘s poems. 
Herbert and Donne are too in-your-face for me, even though I enjoy the puns that Donne employs.  
 
The religious aspect is important to me as I‘ve always struggled with my Catholic religion and this is 
reflected in my poems. My new typewriter tattoo on my right forearm reflects my commitment to 
words, is a painful and physical reminder that I‘m born to be a writer, and it is also a tribute to God.  
 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
 
In terms of contemporary poets from the last 20 years, they will be Ted Hughes (especially Birthday 
Letters which is his most personal volume of poetry), Philip Larkin for his sarcasm, Steven Dunn, 
Carol Ann Duffy and the Polish female Nobel Prize winner Wislawa Szymborska. 
 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
 
It is mostly in English, except perhaps for the Polish poet which is read in translation. I like to read 
more contemporary works.  
 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 




I feel that there is a growing appreciation of poetry here, especially English poetry. For example, for 
my third poetry volume Broken by the Rain, the first run of 500 copies sold out in one and a half 
years. 
 
I feel that the gay community in Singapore supports Cyril, Alfian and Yi-Sheng‘s works more as they 
are appreciative of anyone who dares to openly declare that they are gay, and the pink dollar helps 
them in the sales of their works. But the increased sales of their works could also be due to the 
increasing literary awareness of Singaporeans as well.  
 
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 
I stopped writing poetry when I left NUS because my first manuscript got rejected by 6 publishers. I 
stopped producing poetry for about 5-6 years because of work and family, so in a way the realities of 
living in a society like Singapore‘s has impacted my work. However, the 6 years when I was not 
writing also provided me with an accumulation of experiences and material, and it gave enough time 
for the cauldron to brew, so when I began writing poetry again I had a lot of material to work with. I 
work as a freelance writer and journalist now on top of being a poet. 
 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
 
They have not affected me noticeably. I am having money issues now with my new compilation of 
poems from the last 3 volumes of work but these are due to copyright issues as I published my 3 
volumes of poetry with 3 separate publishers, and now I need permission or have to pay if I want all 
my poems in one volume eg FirstFruits is asking me to pay $150/poem. 
 
Life in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore is actually the subject matter of my satirical poems eg in his 
poem ―The Nearly Man.‖  
 
Q: Do you have any other comments you might like to make about our local poetry scene? 
 
A: During 2001-2005 I felt the local poetry scene was quite happening, but this has since quietened 
down as we are all trying to make our own living. I feel that there was a greater sense of community 
amongst the poets during that time. We would all meet up for Xmas parties then, a tradition I‘d begun 
from the 1990s where they would all go over to my  place and decorate the Xmas tree and meet up for 
drinks and food, and this was the main social gathering of the year. All the poets met up more 
regularly then, and I had wanted to play dai kor (Cantonese for ―big brother‖) to pull them all together 
because I didn‘t want the conflicts of the previous generation of writers to happen to my generation. It 
saddens me that we are less close now. 
 
When asked if the poets would meet up to read, review and critique one another‘s works, he says no 
they did not do that as it was sensitive to comment on one another‘s works, and they all had their own 
egos to contend with. 
 
One last thing Felix talks about before the interview ends is the issue of religion. He feels that God 
has given him a gift as a writer, and though he might question God in his poems, he does accept the 
gift. He says that the dramatic monologues in Broken By The Rain are a way for him to find God as 
well. He was trying to find God in the crassest of places, to try to find redemption in the streets and 
commonality in the most extreme characters, because he feels that if he can seek and find God in 






Yong Shu Hoong Questionnaire 
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
 
When I started my post-graduate studies (for my MBA) at Texas A&M University in College 
Station, I chanced upon an anthology, Wilderness: The Lost Writings of Jim Morrison, at a 
bookstore. Reading it, I thought I could do that too. And it seemed, at that time, a cool idea to 
be a poet (subsequently reading Beat poets further reinforced this romanticised idea). 
 
In Why Poetry (from the book, dowhile, Firstfruits Publications, 2002), I had written: ‗I had 
one day chanced / upon Jim Morrison‘s verses / exclaimed to myself ―how easy! how 
profound!‖ / and decided to be adventurous exactly once / Just to find out what I could get 
away with.‘ 
 
As to why not choose other mediums, I would counter that I didn‘t have a choice. And 
quoting from the poem, Poetry, by Pablo Neruda, I might even say that poetry chose me: 
―And it was at that age... / Poetry arrived / in search of me.‖ 
 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
 
It started off with the urges to become a poet – taking part in a writers group in Texas A&M 
University and, in the process, having to write poems to be critiqued at every meeting. In any 
case, it was a good way to document my experiences and feelings being in a strange land, 
faraway from home, for a prolonged period of time, for the very first time.  
 
Now, my motivation for writing a poem comes from seizing a particular moment or a thought 
that moves me in a way that leads me to conclude that the manifestation of ambience, images 
and emotions gleaned from such a moment could possibly be defined as and translated into 
poetry. It‘s a self-expression, and a love for the discipline and beauty of language. 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
 
Being someone not formally trained in poetry, I know very little about tradition and 
convention in poetry. 
 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
 
I don‘t think about those things, so I guess they don‘t matter to me. 
 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 




I go with instinct and write in free verse. 
  
 What is your attitude towards free verse? 
 
Except for some early poems that rhyme (the only published example is Away from Home 
from Isaac, Firstfruits Publications, 1997), I now write almost entirely in free verse, though 
I‘m not adverse to have a few naturally-occurring random rhymes within the free verse. 
  
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 
With freedom offered by free verse comes the responsibility of writing it well, with attention 
paid to every word used, the musicality of the sentences, line breaks, etc. I have written 
haikus before (Technological Haikus is a published example), but they fit well with my free 
verse. I‘ve not thought of writing in other verse forms, but will probably take up the challenge 
if occasion or inspiration calls for it. 
 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 
poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?  
 
These are not issues that I‘ve thought about or am able to answer – although I have to say that 
drama is a good way to bring poetry to a wider audience (eg. Wild Rice‘s staging of Second 
Link, a selection of Singapore and Malaysian literary texts, and Cake Theatre‘s staging of 




 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
 
Everything that a poet feels strongly about is equally suited, though I have to add that when I 
write a poem, it‘s usually inspiration that provokes it, as opposed to writing with a conscious 
consideration of ―subject matter‖. 
 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
 
Mostly unconscious in terms of the phrase ―subject matter‖, though I sometimes do think of 
writing something about someone, something or some events – which eventually would fall 
under some subject matter, I suppose. 
 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   
 
My poems reflect a certain Singaporean sensibility, rather than ―local issues‖. Very few of my 
poems are issues-driven or laden with political or social messages. I do write, with some sub-
conscious consideration of how a non-Singaporean would be able to understand my poems 
(for example, swapping the word ―HDB‖ for ―public housing‖) – considering the fact that I 
do travel to overseas festivals and contribute to journals or anthologies that may have foreign 
readership. In fact, it would be an advantage for me to write poems that are distinctly 
―Singaporean‖ to appeal to the curiosity of foreigners, but they often turn out to be subtly 
―Singaporean‖ or ways to look at Singapore from afar or in a detached manner. Not a 





 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
 
For both myself (the need for self expression) and others (the readers who may in some ways 
be touched by and find meaning in what I write). No implied audience in mind – both those 
who love poetry and others who may yet know the joy and beauty of words. 
 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
One aspiration of writers is this idea of leaving a legacy behind. To some extent, there‘s some 
intention of writing to be positively remembered. Tied in with this point, there‘s great flattery 
in having a wide readership, but poetry often has a niche following, so it‘s what I come to 
terms with, in the sense that even if my writing affects one person, there‘s a meaning in it. 
 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 
 
Recognition comes in unexpected ways – for example, a random reader who walks up to you 




 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
 
English is the main language that I am most comfortable with, speaking, reading and writing. 
I can read and converse in Chinese, but less confident in writing in it. 
 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 








 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
 
I would regard English as my primary language, and Chinese (or my dialect, Hakka) as 
mother tongue (though technically, my Dad is Hakka and my Mum is Hokkien). 
 
  Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
 
A little Chinese, which is fast getting rustier and rustier from neglect. I can still write my 
name in Chinese. 
 









No response, as I am unsure how to answer this adequately. 
  
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
 
Standard / international. I am unsure over any individuating factors in my speech as I haven‘t 
heard myself enough. 
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
 
The publishing grant helps to get my works published. Travel grant helps to let me attend 
overseas literary festivals and promote my writing and Singapore literature in general.  
 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 
There is obvious relationship between education policies and how poetry is being read and 
taught in schools, which translates into future readership. I am not an expert in curriculum 
planning, but I think the inclusion of local writing can mean better awareness and book sale 
for the poet – however, it‘s important that poets do not think of curriculums as the only way 
to promote their writing, as they should continue to ―market‖ their works in innovative ways 
(collaboration with other art forms) or by continually improving their writing. 
 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
 
They don‘t factor into the equation for me. No. 
 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 
I don‘t think so. For example, I write in English, because I feel most comfortable in the 
language, not because of promoting elitism. 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?  
 
With the Creative Arts Programme (CAP) in place, it is heartening to note that young writers 
from secondary schools and junior colleges are being nurtured to be better acquainted with 
local and international literature as well as other art forms that also stimulate their thoughts 
and emotions.  
 
Aside from learning and sharing alongside like-minded peers, the opportunity to be mentored 
by published authors will prove to be invaluable, especially to those selected CAP 
participants who do not make light of such privilege. Some CAP members have gone on to 




I have never been a member of CAP, though I now serve as Chairperson for its organising 
committee.  
 
Worthy of mention is the Mentor Access Project (MAP), an 18-month mentorship 
programme, organised by National Arts Council (NAC) to ensure the sustained development 
of young and emerging writers (18 years and above) by providing them with mentorship 
opportunities and ongoing critical feedback.  
 
The programme invites applications from emerging writers who wish to undergo tutorship 
from an established writer / playwright. Selected applicants will enjoy opportunities to 
participate in dialogue sessions, workshops or public readings held over the course of the 
mentorship, at the end of which, promising original works produced may be published. Some 
CAP members have gone on to MAP for further mentorship. 
 
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards? 
 
No idea on what the effects were. Or is there? I thought that Cultural Medallion is given to 
writers and artists already established in their fields? Awards are good as rewards and 
recognition. Those who are keen to write, will write regardless of awards or rewards.  
  
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why? 
 
I learn from getting inspired by work of other writers whom I like and admire. I don‘t set out 
to imitate, but I do get influenced. A poet I admire is lesser-known American poet, Jack 
Gilbert. No idea what‘s ―elective affinity‖. 
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 




 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
 
Jack Gilbert (as mentioned) and Australian poet, Browyn Lea.  
 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
 
90% in English. 10% or less in translation. 
 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing? 
 
Because English is so widely used around the world, it helps us to understand one another 
and, through translations, appreciate works by non-English writing poets. For poets in 
Singapore writing in English, it‘s easy to connect with the rest of the world. Perhaps, to take 
things further, it‘s to translate from English into other major languages, so that beyond 





 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 
I can‘t speak for others, but I don‘t feel I‘m restricted. The challenge is in sieving what we 
have in Singapore for interesting things to write about – the subtle underlying tension, 
idiosyncrasies and contradictions, rather than overt poverty, oppression and hardship which 
other societies may have undergone.  
 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
 
It has not affected me, as I don‘t look at poetry as a means of income. If I have a full-time 
boring job, I look to poetry to relieve the boredom and add meaning to life. If I do freelance 
writing or teach part-time, there‘s more flexibility for me to devote time to travelling to 
overseas festivals, teaching poetry workshops and juggling schedules to write more. If poetry 
is your calling, you find time and means to fulfill your vocation.  
 
In Singapore, I have had mostly respect when people find out that I‘m a poet. They 
sometimes ask if I write poetry full-time (which I don‘t). They soon realise that poets are just 
like them – with proper jobs to pay the same bills we all have to pay. Poets just have poetry as 
their lifelong hobby/passion, just as others prefer to golf. And perhaps non-poets, to some 
extent, admire the poets for possessing the talents they don‘t possess or sometimes don‘t 
understand. Most try to be supportive, and I would like to think that it‘s not out of pity.  
 
 
The following oral interview with Yong Shu Hoong was held at Ya Kun Kaya Toast at The 
Cathay, on 3
rd
 February 2009, Tuesday at 10.30am 
 
Q: My first question is that you‟ve published Issac and later Issac Revisited, even though both 
books more or less feature the same selection of poems. Can you tell me a little about that? 
 
A: This was a decision made simply to allow Issac to have a wider distributorship, as it was originally 
printed by Firstfruits but to have it distributed by Ethos Books, I had to republish it as Issac Revisited. 
I view Issac Revisited as a second print of the book, even though it exhibits a different sequencing of 
the poems and includes eight new poems. I had chosen to repackage the book rather than redistribute 
it under the same publisher Firstfruits, but this contract with Ethos lasts 5 years, and after 5 years the 
rights go back to me and I will revert back to Issac as this is the version that I personally prefer, and I 
feel that I should not have published Issac Revisited  in retrospect. 
 
Now that 5 years is up Issac will be published under Firstfruits again, but with a new and different 
cover from the original. All three of my poetry books are under Firstfruits now, and I feel there is a 
better sense of aesthetics with this publisher. So the publishing of Issac Revisited was due to a 
distribution issue and not an artistic one, as Ethos Books wanted Alvin Pang to come in and look at 
the sequencing of the poems and give his input. It was Alvin‘s idea to move the ―Issac‖ poem from 
the ―Urban Renewal‖ section to the ―Wild America‖ section in Issac Revisited,” but personally I 
prefer Issac to Issac Revisited. 
 
Q: You come from a science and computer programming background. Do you ever feel any 
anxiety about being a poet but yet not coming from a literature background? 
 
A: Initially I guess I did, but after a while I got tired of it. The advantage of not coming from a literary 
background is that I am able to have an untainted natural voice in my poems, a rhythmic musicality 




I was reading up on Beat poetry after coming back to Singapore from doing my MBA in Texas. I 
really admired how the Beat poets made poetry layman and accessible, for example Jim Morrison and 
his conversational naturalistic voice. I liked the whole notion and romanticism of life the Beat poets 
led along with the poetry they were writing. What I admired most about Beat poetry was its loose free 
form, and how it carried no baggage with it. 
 
However, later I did feel that the Beat poetry form and my own poetic style was too loose and too 
casual, and this is when I began to look at my poems more closely  to look at what language can do. 
This was coupled with feedback that I‘d gotten about my poems in the collection Dowhile, where the 
feedback was that all the poems were very short and that I didn‘t seem to be following my ideas all 
the way through. This is what led to the longer poems in Frottage, where I was actively following my 
ideas through in the longer poems. 
 
However, now in hindsight, I feel that some of the sentences in some poems in Frottage were too long 
and meandering, and I think I need to find the balance between brevity and sentence length in my 
writing. 
 
The Max Ernst paintings that I‘d seen in an exhibition in Australia were the inspiration behind many 
poems in Frottage, as this collection of poems explores the connections between Australia and 
Singapore, namely the more superficial relationship a tourist has in a foreign land, versus the deeper 
relationship I had with America in Issac, because I did live there for a year while pursuing my MBA. 
 
Q: You‟re currently working on your fourth poetry book? Can you talk a little bit about that?  
 
A: Well my fourth poetry anthology centres on the notion of Home. It is about the sense of home and 
is Singaporean from the perspective of growing up in Singapore. It brings out the flavours, smells, 
colours of my own country, but yet I also feel that this book doesn‘t have a fully local flavour as I am 
writing it from a distance. There is a section on travelling, where the poems were written for the 
poetry festivals I was attending in Sweden and Denmark. The 7 poems that I‘d written for the poetry 
festivals fit into my fourth book of poems so I‘d included them. 
 
In this anthology there is a sense of nostalgia that is being examined, of growing up, growing old, 
looking at it all, looking back. I feel that we should reassess our ideas of nostalgia. When we speak of 
nostalgia today, we are no longer talking about 60 years ago, because one can also be nostalgic for an 
event that has just happened 5 years ago. An example would be the use of pagers. 5 years ago people 
still used pagers as a mode of communication but pagers are totally obsolete now. That‘s why I feel 
that it is worthwhile to pause and look back in time. 
 
I hope that this anthology will be published in September 2009. There are 30 plus poems in it, but to 
me it is the quality and not quantity that counts. However, I feel that I am not done with the theme of 
Nostalgia, in terms of technology, in terms of my grandparents etc, I really feel that a lot more can be 
written on this theme.  
 
Q: You had your Family Matters poems translated into Chinese. Why was this done? Was it to 
allow your grandparents to read them? If you translated these poems, why not translate all your 
poems into Chinese as well to make your anthology a bilingual one? 
 
A: These family poems were translated by my editor Enoch Ng, who is a Chinese poet himself. I 
don‘t know if my grandmother‘s literate but my grandfather‘s versed in Chinese literature and 
definitely more literary. The audience for these family poems is actually my aunts and uncles, and I 




I don‘t feel the need to translate all my poems into Chinese, as this is gimmick-y and will break up the 
rhythm of the language. I would only get all my poems translated for practical reasons, such as 
breaking into the China market, but so far I have no such plans. 
 
I don‘t write or translate my own poems into Chinese because I‘m limited by my Chinese language 
capability, and I‘m definitely more comfortable writing and expressing myself in English.  
 
Overall I feel that translated poems are a good thing, and it is definitely an avenue that is not fully 
exploited. The NAC has a translation grant that is not fully used, so perhaps we poets should consider 
that in the future. 
 
Q: What are your views on Singaporeans not being supportive or interested in local literature, 
especially poetry? 
 
A: Well I think that Singaporeans are not against local poetry, but are against poetry passé. People 
here are just not interested in reading poetry in general. However, I must say that there is a more level 
playing field for poetry than for novels on the international stage. Did you know that being a 
Singaporean poet gives you an edge over an American poet in, for example, the International Writer‘s 
Festival, as you are seen to be someone more unusual and unique, whereas an American poet is more 
commonly heard of? Surprising right? Our trips to international literary festivals are paid for by the 
NAC, and I must say that poets here have a more level playing field internationally, like how our art 
films generally do quite well overseas in the Cannes or the Berlin Film Fest.  
 
Q: Has there been any increase in the interest in local poetry?  
  
A: While there have been the SUBText readings held to acquaint people with poetry, this might not 
actually translate into/cultivate long-term interested in poetry. Even so, I feel that it is worthy to keep 
doing the readings and book launches as they are changing the people‘s mindset bit by bit. The key 
thing is to chip away at it rather than hope for any dramatic change overnight. The locals might not 
read poetry but they at least might see the value of poetry now. There is a sense of demystification of 
poetry with the readings, and when you let parents see and hear that poetry is actually interesting and 
useful for language cultivation and improvement, there is the hope that they will allow their children 
to dabble in poetry in the future. 
 
Q: What are your views on how living in a fast-paced, materialistic, pragmatic society like 
Singapore with high living standards, it makes it hard for one to be a poet? Do you agree with 
the view or do you beg to differ? 
 
A: Overseas, academics are poets, thus they can be seen as so-called ―full-time poets.‖ Here in 
Singapore, there is a greater variety of jobs that one can take on while being a poet. Maybe because 
Singaporeans are more practical people, more poetry is being written here than prose, as poetry does 
not take as much time to write as prose, not that the quality of our poems is not as good of course. 
 
I feel that the cross pollination between having a job and being a poet can be very creative as well. 
Personally I think that having a high-paying boring job is very helpful to one as a poet---When you 
feel so stifled by your boring job it is more likely that you will be very creative at your craft when you 
go home to make up for the job boredom. Being well-paid helps as well, for it allows you to dabble in 
a lot of sidelines plus travel for different experiences, for example take up writer‘s workshops where 
you can hone your craft further. 
 
I have no full time job now, but I take on lots of freelance jobs. I do have some money concerns but 
being a freelancer has its advantages as I have free time and can travel to recharge myself. I quit my 
job as I‘d made enough money to cover my mortgage, and doing freelance jobs gives me more 
flexibility to travel, to write for The Straits Times and to attend Writer‘s Festivals overseas. Currently 
I teach at Republic Polytechnic (RP) in the School of Technology for the Arts as a facilitator. I feel 
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that it is all a matter of how you manage your time. I quit my job more due to circumstances than for 
writing alone. 
 
My first three poetry anthologies were written while I was in a boring, high-paying job in a bank 
which paid me more than $8,000 a month; now I am a freelance journalist and teacher who‘s 
interacting with people and teenagers, so I use different skills. I think that one just needs to balance 
the creative with the repetitive. I am a wordsmith who likes to massage sentences and words, and 
being a freelancer gives me the flexibility of writing poetry while also making a living. I am usually 
busy as I have a regular movie review column and interviews as assigned by The Straits Times, and I 
usually also teach at RP but I am having a long break now as it is RP‘s term holidays.  
 
Q: Lastly, how would you sum up the local poetry circle in your own words? What are your 
views of our local poets?  
 
A: Well I would say that the relationship between the local poets is generally a friendly one. There is 
no rivalry for NAC funds as there are lots for all. The NAC gives the most money to the visual and 
performing arts, but out of guilt they also give money to the literary arts. There might be some rivalry 
between the poets for the awards such as the Singapore Literature Prize, being quoted in the papers or 
being asked for our views, but in general there is no major animosity between us. There are certain 
small cliques within the local poets, like how Hsien Min, Kai Chai, Siok Tian and I would tend to 
meet up but this is because we have travelled to literary festivals together and are thus closer friends. 
 
I‘m managing MAP the Mentor Access Project, so I‘ve to deal with all the poets impartially. 
However, there are poets whom I respect and share my work with, such as Yeow Kai Chai, who I 
show my writing to and we share each other‘s work. I also respect Kim Cheng as I see him as a big 
brother figure. Kim Cheng reviewed Frottage for QLRS for me, and I would go to him for feedback. I 



































· What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, 
fiction, etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like 
short stories, prose/novels or drama?  
 
My short answer is that: 
 
(1) the divide between genres is largely outmoded, deceptive, commercially oriented and 
unnecessarily limiting.   
(2) I tend towards modes of writing that are relatively more concise, flexible, memorable, 
evocative, capable of musicality and of not being bound to narrative or linearity.  People tend 




Clearly, writing should answer need.  If you're making a police report or writing a business case 
study, there is little point having sonnets in rhyme.   
A good essay or novel (or rock song for that matter) is itself an art.  Good writing transcends 
boundaries and escapes easy definition.   There's prose (like Jim Crace) that reads like good poetry at 
its best (he has been said to write iambic sentences); there are prose poems that appears in paragraphs; 
good drama such as Shakespeare's has long been considered poetic, to the point where people forget 
he was writing for the stage! 
 
That said, to adopt a more conventional position on the genres, I find something relatively liberating 
about ―poetry‖ (compared to conventional prose).    What is called poetry employs a much broader 
palette of colours, and range of rules --- it's like being able to play rock or classical or jazz instead of 
only military band marches!  Also, you can get many dense effects into a relatively small space and 
period of time.   Less can be more.  You can make the language sing and dance for you.    Poetry is 
more about playing with and on the language.  Prose can feels too much like a desk job sometimes.  
 
With ―poetry‖ there is a certain expectation that one can and ought to bend the rules and push the 
limits of language, and thereby challenge the habits of mind (the blinkers and stereotypes) that 
language can lead us to adopt.   Poetry also draws from millennia of tradition and technique in taking 
advantage of the human mind's penchant for rhythm and metaphor -- the same techniques popular / 
classical music draws on.  Memories, conversations and ideas don't come in neat prose paragraphs -- 
imagination tends to be bursty, and comes in stops and starts.  Good poetry replicates that experience; 
it doesn't describe it so much as enact it for and in the reader.   
 
A poem is an experience; it is a piece of writing in which the way something is said is part of what's 
being said.  You can't usually write a poem out in prose paragraphs ---  you lose part of the content 
that way, and certain you'd lose the tone and structure, the breath and rhythm of it.  It's been compared 
to the human body: the mass and chemical composition of the human body appears to be identical 
whether it is alive or dead, but you can tell the difference between the two. 
 
In general though, I try to write well, whatever form I happen to use.  My experience as a 
performer on stage and as an essayist and editor have certainly informed my more recent 




· What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
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on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
 
 
I first encountered poetry formally in literature class at Sec 1 in RI.  I say "formally" because I grew 
up like many people surrounded by songs, nursery rhymes and conversations in the many different 
tongues that Singaporeans have access to -- in other words, in a linguistically rich environment.    But 
literature lessons were a revelation to me -- for the first time I realised that one could "sing" in 
heightened language, and be taken seriously; and somehow mean more than the mere words suggest.  
It was like the ringing of a bell (say a temple bell), which resonates beyond the mere physical action 
itself.    
 
The other revelation I had, was that I could write like these masters (or so I thought!).  My very first 
poem was written I think after my first or second lit lesson -- we were reading poems to do with the 
sea... there was Tennyson's "Break Break Break" which was compared to some tropical rhyming piece 
about fishing village life.    "I could do this!" was what popped into my head after the lesson, and I 
went home and wrote my first poem "THE SEA".  I think I still have the poem lying around 
somewhere, it starts "The sea, O tis a wonderous sight; the sailor's friend, the fisherman's delight" .... 
 
I am not sure if being in Raffles Institution was a factor.  Certainly we were given formal exposure to 
Literature that many students today sadly lack.   The other advantage was having many intelligent, 
sensitive peers -- other students, like Aaron (he was a classmate; we grew up together as writers);  
Fellow students were each other's support group, fan base and readership -- a very important asset for 
emerging writers!  And the chosen medium was poetry, although of course we also dabbled in fiction.    
 
I suppose the desire to engage with experiences and ideas is a human one; writing is another means by 
which we seek to understand, relive, connect with, codify or convey meaning, or such meaning as 
suggests itself to us in particular experiences.   I also cook, and take photographs.  Had my hand-eye 
coordination been more deft, or my training in music gone beyond the crude and rudimentary, I might 
have chosen another means to find this connection with meaning, or rather this way of erecting visible 
artifices of meaning.    
 
Writing to me is less about a thesis than a conversation; there is a certain ebb and flow between writer 
and reader and of course there are so many different kinds of conversation.  There is room for 
reflection, consideration as well as persuasion and pleasure.    An experience can be stimulating, 
moving, challenging and memorable but still lead to different interpretations -- think of travel, food or 
love. Of course that's not the same as "anything goes".  In that sense, economic markets are similar -- 
there is a certain structure to how they behave, but still there is plenty of room for interpretation.  But 
what is important is the engagement of participants with it, and their perception of it.  And 
perceptions, as we have seen, can have a real impact on reality. 
 
 I don't think one "decides" to write so much as "allow" oneself to write.  There is a sense in which the 
writer/artist is always observing, thinking, analysing, digesting, codifying everything around him, all 
the time (yes it can be obsessive).  The actual moment of writing is the culmination of hours, days 
perhaps even years of quietly taking in and processing information, feelings, memories and creative 
bursts of ideas in your head.    When a particular topic connects with what happens to be brewing in 
your head at the moment, a burst of energy can occur --- it is frequently called inspiration, and 
happens across disciplines and cultures.   This is why writing has been compared to wine-making, and 
why practice matters even if the output from practice isn't in itself always exciting.   Practice is about 
preparing you to take advantage of that burst when it happens.   Otherwise it can be fleeting and 
wasted; surely a sharpened sense of meaning is a common experience (through grief, sex, joy etc if 
nothing else), but to want to sustain and connect with this peak state is perhaps a uniquely artistic 
addiction. 
 
That said, being told one is good at something is often quite substantial initiative to continue.  Writing 
has been one of the relatively more intrinsically motivating pursuits in my life.   You need that push 
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from the self to carry you through the dark days when nothing is going well, and there is absolutely no 
reason to keep on doing this thankless task.  It is an act of faith; writing (or art) may be one name for 
the practice of hope. 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
" What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention 
in poetry? 
" Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international 
tradition? How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether 
local, international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
 
Of course one is educated into a tradition and it forms a basis for every subsequent insight or 
perception of the discourse one chooses to engage with.  One of the unique things about Singapore is, 
naturally you get sucked into this very British education and literary sphere, but at the same time 
understand that (1) there are other forms of linguistic music at play, be it dialects or Chinese or Malay 
or Singlish (2) there‘s a fundamental absurdity about cross-examining daffodils and Spring in 32C 
heat.   One learns a healthy sense of irony. 
 
 The important thing is to be true to one‘s vision, whatever that might turn out to be.  The flip side of 
all this  is to be disciplined about not imposing one‘s point of view or biases on others; or rather, to 
acknowledge those biases when it becomes necessary to exercise them (eg in editing an anthology!).  
 
That said, I did grow up, so to speak, not wanting to write like certain local poets!  Of course one 
matures and learns to place all efforts in a particular context and spectrum of development and 
experimentation.  There are a lot of bright, talented people at work in Singapore in the writing field, 
and have been for ages.   
 
I do get the constant nagging suspicion that Singapore and Singaporean writing is on the cusp of 
something truly unique, but that it is an opportunity that we have yet to fully explore or exploit 
culturally and artistically. 
 
 
" What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing?  
" Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to 
short poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?  
 
 I have a restless mind and write about all sorts of things, in all manner of styles.   I tire (or fear 
overuse) of familiar forms and formulae (which is perhaps why I‘d tend to tire quickly of any one 
form even a ―free verse‖ form).  Some writers deal with one subject in depth and variation all their 
lives.  But human experience is rich and varied, and so full of different tastes and flavours.  Perhaps 
my background as a teacher and journalist has contributed to this -- but even as a journalist, I was 
writing everything from book reviews to IT commentaries to political editorials. 
 
I‘m not sure what you mean by ―alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative/short poems‖.  I‘d 
vehemently disagree that these are the sorts of poems that dominate.    And as for drama. there‘s 
plenty of dramatic monologues or dialogues even in my own writing and certainly in others.   And 
there‘s of course a long and healthy tradition of interplay between poetry and drama; the artifice of 
heightened experience calls for heightened language, and situation, conflict, tension etc.   Nothing 
new there, but it can work. 
 
If you mean the epic long poem, I think we‘ve seen that happen in our time, but packaged as the verse 
novel. 
 
" What is your attitude towards free verse? What role do traditional forms of poetry play 
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in your writing?  
" What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever 
considered writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 
Poems have not needed to rhyme for more than half a century now.  In many traditions other than the 
English, they don't have to rhyme either.  The important thing is whether they appeal to an audience 
either intellectually or emotionally or both.   I've read poems to an appreciative audience, who then 
come up to me and say "I didn't know poetry could do that, but I really enjoyed it!".  That's good 
enough for me.  Just like there's a lot more to music than just one style or time signature; there's a lot 
more to poetry than just rhyme.  Of course rhyme has its uses --- it is not surprising that nursery 
rhymes and advertising jingles and campaign songs rhyme --- it appeals to the human mind on a very 
basic level; there is a catchiness that is appealing and which aids memory.  But perhaps for that 
reason, writers (who don't want to sound like corporate jingles) may have consciously avoided rhyme 
in modern times.  Sometimes I rhyme; but mostly I prefer to rely on internal rhythm and pace for the 
music inherent in my poetry.  My more recent poems in particular tend to be for reading aloud. 
 
With the experience of performance and meeting my readership over the years, I've learnt to push my 
language harder --- I take a more "verbose" approach with longer lines and a more fluid rhythm which 
replicates the pace and flow of a conversation.  Conversations meander but they can also be witty, 
sad, provocative and lead you to unexpected fields of inquiry.  I have been told that this style can be 
quite effective.   I've learnt to be less uptight!   There is a lot more of a sense of PLAY in my writing, 
which is such an important function of writing and of nurturing the imagination. 
 
My more recent writing swings wildly from the prose-poem to the play-poem and more traditional 
lyric.   Even rhyming sonnets! 
 
A writer's sense of "doneness" in a piece of writing evolves over time - it will mature both in terms of 
skill (in knowing when it's "cooked") and in terms of changing taste and sophistication (eg learning to 
appreciate "medium rare").  It is also quite individual and dependent on personal reading, preferences, 
aesthetics (how strict a formalist or purist you are, for instance) and even politics (for example the 
degree to which you expect readers to do some of the thinking for themselves, the extent to which 
you'd expect them to hold certain assumptions or background knowledge such as references to other 
books, the lengths you are willing to take to subvert expectations).    A lot of writing is about RISK; 
this is one of the chief risks a writer must learn to assess and make a stand on.     
 
For me, a lot of what feels "right" about a poem has to do with poetry's relation to music.  A song can 
feel wrong even if it is technically "correct".  And when catchy song works -- you know when it does.  
This is of course a non-answer. 
 
There‘s more than a fair chance of being stuck in a rut, particularly if writers are successful in that 
style... why fix what isn‘t broken?  It can also be difficult to alter one‘s fundamental writing style after 
a certain age, since it may involve changing the whole way you think and behave and feel.  And that‘s 
not easy.   Some writers focus on ―depth‖ rather than ―range‖; that‘s fine in its place.  But I know of 
very few good writers who did not broaden and push the limits of their art, even if their signature style 





" What is "subject matter" to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for 
inappropriate subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
" How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that 
matter/affect your writing? 
 
I‘m terribly restless and everything is kosher if one is able to write about it.  Not everyone will be 
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comfortable or able to write thus.  And the impact of an otherwise mundane but telling incident may 
only find its way into consciousness years later.   It is a process of ferment, and there is not much 
point trying to surface the unconscious sources of one‘s preoccupations (unless of course therapy is 
the object).  Some writers (or others on some occasions) will allow their undirected creativity more 
free play than others.   I have come to appreciate the quirky non-rational outcomes of their 
experiments, even though I tend to enjoy the more conventional, conversational pieces (they‘re just 
less tiring to keep up with after the first dozen pages). 
 
Suffice to say I am not usually a poet of big events -- deaths, births, weddings etc., although I have 
written a few on occasion.  I didn‘t even write about the birth of my daughter (but I have written for 
other people in that way) 
 
  Instead, I lean towards writing about patterned occurrences (such as habits and tendencies of mind) 
rather than ―peak experiences‖.   There have been a few exceptions -- travel appears to be a frequent 
motivator of new writing, but that has more to do with fresh stimuli to digest. 
 
 
" Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly "Singaporean" about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   
 
Can they not be both?   I like to tell the story of my Singlish poem, CANDLES -- one of my personal 
and public favourites.  For the longest time I resisted writing a Singlish piece (I hated the affectation 
of trying to make it sound ―literary‖).  Then when I was working on telling the story of my family‘s 
past, the language of the hearth came quite naturally to me.  It was as if no other language would do to 
capture the spirit, wit, and sheer mischief and tragedy of their situation.   Yet I can‘t imagine using 
Singlish to write seriously about anything other than my family‘s story, or something related to that 
truth.   It‘s a heart-flutter.  A blood tongue.  I think that the same applies to ―Singaporean‖ themes.  
You can either look at it as issues-based and risk creating a polemic campaign rather than ―art‖, or I 
think you can allow the individual to find their own anchors and assert their worth.   An old woman 
clinging on to the last vestiges of her family home or family grave that‘s going to be redeveloped -- do 
you really need to dress that up as ―art‖, or label it with nationalities, to know it has human value, 
both at the local and ―universal‖ level?   
 
POEM-AUDIENCE  
" Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is 
the optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
" Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership 
affect you?  
" How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 
 
I always say that my ideal reader is someone I‘d enjoy having a long intimate conversation with.     I 
hope you see why that‘s an absurdly general and yet unreasonably fussy order to fulfill!   
 
I‘m really not interested in winning arguments.   If my writing gets one thoughtful in any way; if it 
makes you want to think or feel or talk a little more than usual; if it makes you feel the rain more than 
usual; I‘d have done my job.   I think experience has shown me that my writing and stage presence 
has sufficient charisma to attract a reasonable amount of positive attention, so I‘m a little past that 
initial validation stage.  The risk of course is to keep producing only crowd pleasers (whatever that 
means).   I do try to resist that. 
 
 I suppose having a peer group of writers with whom one can bounce ideas is important.  I believe that 
one needs to have three sorts of editorial reader... (1) someone who is sympathetic with your style and 
direction (2) someone who has a very different style and approach but who shares mutual respect with 
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you  (3) someone objective who can help you prepare your manuscript for publication, which is a very 
different animal. 
 
I believe that emerging writers need the first sort of reader (or critic), but should learn to cultivate the 
second.   The first is your support group -- it‘s about building confidence.  The second keeps you on 
your toes, but should never descend to personal attacks... it‘s about challenging your own conception 
of what your writing is or should be.  The third comes much later when you are ready for a broad 
audience with a dramatically different range of opinions, styles etc.  Publishing has its own priorities, 
but that comes much later. 
 
I believe that until you are ready for publication, a wide range of opinions is less important than the 
opinions of readers you truly respect.  That does not mean only older authority figures / writers; it can 
be a friend.  Older writers can be counterproductive readers... 
 
A writer who enjoys the sincere attention of those three types of editorial reader; that support group, 
has all the recognition he needs.  This is important -- it allows a writer to resist the fickle winds of 
changing tastes and commercial interests. 
 
It is true that a lot of a writer‘s fortunes depend on  changing readership tastes....  But there is another 
way of looking at it, which is the degree to which a writer/artist himself keeps risking the new.   Is 
there more to be done in Cubism for instance for it to be worth pursuing it over and over?  Has it run 
its course and run out of new things to say?  Has it become boring?  That‘s a test for me.   If it starts to 
be dull, move on.  Keep it funny, or moving, or compelling, and people never do mind having more of 
it. 
 
Awards -- are very much overrated except as a means of getting more funding, buffering credibility, 
and bragging rights.  No, not even bragging rights.  And I‘m less than convinced of their ―role model‖ 
effect.   Usually awards are given only after a particular artist is already recognised in his field!   I‘ve 




STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
" How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your 
writing?  
 
We give govt way too much credit (and point too many fingers).   Administrators can only do so 
much for a field that is intrinsically unstable, uncertain and subject to wild bursts of meaningful 
activity (or none at all).  I‘d like the authorities to matter less and less.  I think arts funding is a dead 
end proposition --- truly sustainable art should not lean on government subsidies and welfare.  That 
said, there is a case for fiscal attention in terms of basic infrastructure and industry development -- 
both of which we are sorely immature in, in terms of the literary field.  We simply do not have the 
network of agents, academics, critics, designers, publicists, distributors, editors etc etc. all of whom 
come together to create good and valuable works.   Good books are a team effort.  The idea of the 
lone genius at work in his attic is quite overrated. 
 
On my part, certainly arts funding was vital to getting our international leg going about 5-10 years 
ago.   But more recently we‘ve counted on our own funding sources (eg being paid for by the festivals 
that invite us) and I think it‘s all for the better.    
 
As for censorship etc., I‘ve never had a problem with it myself.   I‘ve always suggested that financial 
restrictions and industrial limitations have a much greater impact than all out censorship on the 
availability of good works in Singapore. 
 
" How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both 
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schools and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 
I think putting literature in general and poetry specifically back on the curriculum and including a 
healthy dose of Singaporean writing would be a good thing.  But it will take time to bear fruit.   The 
proper study of literature is of tremendous value in nurturing creativity and critical thinking -- but that 
is only one  utilitarian view.   In terms of whether Singaporean writing is worth studying:  there is 
simply no excuse any longer -- we have a selection of writing now that is acclaimed both 
internationally and at home.  It is a small canon but still more than sufficient for teaching with, and it 
will spur and inspire future generations of writers to build on it.   We need our own work in the 
syllabus to resist frankly quite absurdly narrow colonialist tastes.  By all means include some of the 
"Greats" but we also need to learn how these Western traditions have been exploitative of and resisted 
by people(and writers) from our part of the world.  Besides, any good literary critic would tell you 
there is no such thing as a book that is not worth reading... at least in terms of what it tells you about 
the author and the world/society it comes from.  Perhaps the authorities DON'T want us to pry too 
much into how our society works?  All the more reason to read widely and intelligently.  It's not 
illegal to read well!    
 
Yet I am not convinced that poetry is a dead art.  All across schools I see a steady revival of it.  It‘s 
hip, it can be easy to grasp in a short time, it plugs into Slams and Rap and Hip Hop and all sorts of 
other parallel movements that favour the value of language as music and image. 
 
" How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and "upper-class" factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be "high brow" and part of "high culture?" 
" Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then?  
 
I think that‘s pretty absurd.   The truly high brow of Singapore society don‘t read poetry(prob not 
even literature in general) -- they jetset to Europe to watch Opera, and trade overpriced watches.  
Reading just isn‘t conspicuous enough as a form of consumption in Singapore -- and unlike many 
cultures in Europe, our nouveau riche have yet to consider active, passionate and polemic 
intellectualism a mark of having arrived.   
 
I don‘t think Anglophone poetry is any more (or less) elitist than Sinophone poetry in Singapore.  And 
I don‘t think anybody needs to apologise for trying hard to do something well.     It is however true 
that any sort of ―artistic‖ pursuit is immediately parked with the Entertainment pages.  It isn‘t 
considered on the same level of human endeavour as say medical research or even economics (and 
what a creative fiction financial markets have turned out to be!).   That‘s a real pity.  I think a lot of 
writers have much to say that is thoughtful and perhaps useful, or fresh.   Certainly in many other 
places it isn‘t seen as untoward for writers and doctors alike to take part in a larger national or civil 
debate through writing.   We need to start seeing (as many other places do) writers as serious minded 
individuals engaged in serious, necessary pursuits. 
 
== 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
" How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the 
lack of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing 
and reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any 
significant impact on your writing?  
 
" Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
 




I think the CAP has been effective at putting young talent in touch with more established figures in 
the writing and arts scenes; which isn't a trivial benefit, given our hectic school curricula and busy 
professional schedules.  It is often good for older writers to get to know the younger generation -- it 
keeps them grounded and on their toes.   But what It cannot give anyone is a deeply-felt sense of 
commitment and purpose.   I suspect that many of the writers coming out of CAP would have been 
writers anyway without it (my generation didn't have the benefit of CAP at all).   And many CAPpers 
are simply not going to follow through with writing after they graduate, which from one point of view 
represents wasted resources.   There is also a sense of entitlement that can come with CAP that I find 
quite unhealthy; not to mention also the elitism of the programme's inherent structure (only a select 
handful of top schools get to nominate participants).  I find MAP (the arts council's mentoring 
programme for adult emerging writers) a bit more realistic -- these are older, more mature people 
from all walks of life who WANT writing in their lives, and are willing to make time for it.   I have 
mentored many students (some of them prize-winning) and I always ask them: why do you think you 
are in CAP?  What does it really mean?  What is your responsibility as a writer? 
 
As for Elective Affinity, that sounds like Goethe via Benjamin as studied by Rajeev!   Well there have 
certainly been writers whose work resonate with me at different times --- emily dickinson, whitman, 
wallace stevens, heaney, rumi, plath, philip levine, shakespeare, wyatt, billy collins, li bai, ee 




NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
" Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
 
It would have to be Heaney.  He‘s a great teacher even on the page. 
 
 
" Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
 
too many to name but im leaning away from the americans towards the eastern europeans and even 
middle easterners like the late darwish. 
 
" How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
 
im trying to read as much non-english work as i can get my hands on.  poems from contemporary iraq 
are very interesting! 
 
" What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world's 
working language on Singapore's poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections being 




I think we can get too anxious about "local literature" or "local arts" and talk about ―tradition‖.  
Singapore is a small and immature market; its tastes are therefore somewhat narrow.   But there is a 
world out there that we are plugged into economically and culturally.  Does it matter if a particular 
writer doesn't get airtime in Singapore if he has a million fans from all across the rest of the world?  
Or vice versa?  Is audience size the only measure of the good?  But I also suspect from apocryphal 
evidence that young Singaporeans are hungry for our own content, and they have been loving our 
writing for years now.  They are secret (and no so secret) fans of Alfian Sa'at, Cyril Wong, and 
perhaps even my work.  Nobody is holding a gun to their head asking them to read us, or study us for 
exams.  They are reading it out of love.  I'd really rather have that sincerity than sell a book because I 
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happened to have eaten Paris Hilton's dog or something.   The audiences will come in time.  Let's give 
ourselves a generation or two, and never forget to be honest and rigourous about looking at ourselves 
and our own stories.   
 
" How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the 
present generation of Singapore's poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions 
here impacted their work? 
" How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? 
How has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
 
Well the idea that prophets are never recognised in their own hometown is even Biblical.  I think the 
one key thing is commitment --- there are many options in life for the bright young thing.  Is writing 
one of them?  Are they prepared to put up with years of uncertainty and low/no pay as their peers go 
on to be scholars and lawyers and CEOs?  Most people are not going to go that far.  But that‘s what it 
takes... there‘s no such thing as an easy ride or free lunch when it comes to real art, anywhere.    It‘s 
particularly difficult in Singapore only because we don‘t have the infrastructure for many art forms 
that sustains the industry elsewhere -- I mean int‘l publishers and literary agents and editors and MFA 
programs.  But then we are affluent and well travelled and can plug into those elsewhere -- in some 
cases more easily than the less well off members of other societies.  It‘s clear also that as a small 
country we are not going to be able to sustain a market on our own... we need an international 
readership to be viable.  Even bestsellers in Europe/US do this.  It‘s way easier in India for instance... 
I once met a young Indian writer (he was a consultant and only a writer part-time)... he says he writes 
fluff reasonably well, but because his market is India, he can sell a million without trying too hard at 
all....that‘s less than 0.1% of the population.   In Singapore I think our good writers do reach more 
than 0.1% of our population... but unfortunately our base is small.   So the raw numbers are not on our 
side, but that‘s only if we stick to our own tiny patch of ground.  There‘s a whole world out there! 
 
The other point is that we don‘t make it easy for ourselves.  No matter how small a society is, it needs 
to have its own sense of memory and imagination -- it‘s nothing to do with sales per se.   This is why 
there are still thriving writers in Polish and Czech and Norwegian and Mongolian!  But we don‘t 
really study our own writers in school.  So our literature cannot even perform its social function 
properly.   I think collectively we need to care more.  We need to demand more of our own good work 
(film, books, music) be available to us as a society, rather than just consuming fluff imported from 
elsewhere.  We have more than enough money for it, so that isn‘t the problem.  The problem is social 
will.  But then, we are quite untested as a society and a people and there is absolutely no guarantee 
that we will survive as a culture.   Personally I‘d like to think there are enough people who love 
Singapore -- as an idea, a culture and an aesthetic -- to keep it going, if only in memory or in art.   I‘m 
working in fact on a novel with this theme.  Strip away all the glitz and gold, and what do you have 
left of Singapore that will endure, even through Holocaust?  It‘s an interesting thought experiment and 
perhaps more necessary now than ever. 
 
As for bread and butter issues: I edit a public policy journal called ETHOS for the Civil Service 
College.  It's no relation to Ethos Books my publisher at all, just a coincidence!  I work from home 
and the job gives me plenty of leeway (as well as a degree of financial stability) to determine my own 
time -- so I can fit in literary activities such as writing, editing, festivals etc.   But it still keeps me 
busy enough that I can't always sit down to answer questions promptly! 
 
MULTILINGUALISM 
 How many languages are you comfortable in?  Where would you place English in terms 
of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the other languages you 
speak/understand/write in? 
 
I am most fully comfortable in English.  I understand and can speak Mandarin, Cantonese, Teochew 
and Hokkein.  I can read some Italian.   English is far and away the only language in which I 
consider myself fluent in both speech and writing.   However, I am also conversant in certain 
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aspects of the Chinese languages that are not easily translatable.   They are not substitute 
languages but different cognitive climates. 
 
 Did you find yourself using English for writing poetry as a natural first choice? 
 
Yes; but in school I had also written songs in Mandarin; nothing I would consider publishable, but 
I love and appreciate the music of Chinese poetry and language.  I wish I had the vocabulary 
to write poems in Chinese! 
 
 Would you regard English as your “mother tongue” or your “primary” language? 
 
I do not consider myself as having a mother tongue -- what would it be?  I grew up in a household 
that spoke Singlish, Teochew, Cantonese and Hokkein!   I consider the ―dialects‖ my 
ancestral languages, and ―Singlish‖ my family vernacular.   English is my main working 
language.  I consider myself as much a native English user as the Scotsman who speaks 
Scotch to his grandmother but writes for The Times. 
 




 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your 
own native language?  
 
Because I consider myself a native English user.   Mandarin is a learnt language, as much as 
Italian is for me.   And we have lost (or discarded) the literary traditions of the Chinese 
dialects so there really is no point pursuing that in a big way (except as a matter of personal 
satisfaction or linguistic experimentation).   Writing is about communication, and about 
fluency and depth of thought.  For me, English is really the only viable option, but only 
because that is where my fluency lies.  I know there is a thriving and quite exciting Chinese 
literary community, for instance. 
 
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local 
vernaculars?  
 
Any language can deracinate but it is not the language that does so but its users.  English is a 
remarkably adaptable language and it has been enriched over the years by other languages; it 
has been called the most promiscuous language in history;  a cheeky post-colonialist‘s 
comment, but also to the credit of the language, I think.   There are plenty of localised English 
vernaculars in literature, the media and popular culture to prove the point that it is possible to 
employ English in a variety of ways to serve different agendas, including artistic or cultural 
ones.   No one would mistake Jamaican reggae slang for Glaswegian scotch or Yorkshire.   If 
you go to Scotland you hear the same debate about Scotch vs English, or Gaelic vs English, 
the same anxieties and resistances.  
 
For me the real question is... what are the barriers to the further enrichment of English?  What 
forces and agendas tell us what is ―proper‖ usage, who enforces the linguistic gates?  How 
come ―amok‖ is in the dictionary but not ―makan‖, ―gostun‖ or ―kiasu‖?  I am not saying 
anything goes, but instead getting at the fact that languages evolve and grow over time, and 
insisting on their so-called purity is not only misguided, it is insidious and exactly what kills 
creativity.  A language that does not grow or change (or for that matter spawn subcultures, 
dialects and variations) stagnates and dies.   The question then becomes, what guides and 






 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? 
Singlish? International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own 
control over pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, 
rhythm, form?  
 
Many different forms for different occasions.  You do not use the same English in the pub, the 
boardroom, the bedroom or the lecture hall.  Everyone code switches who can; even those 
who have a less schooled command of (any) language knows to spruce up tone and diction in 
different company.  I‘ve got pieces of writing that have to be delivered with a Singaporean  / 
singlish voice.   Others can be read in a more ―broadcast friendly‖ accent that has been 
described as ―offshore British‖ or ―international‖ -- it is clearly not an American accent, for 
example.  I do not know what ―standard‖ english is; I am sure there are individual variations 
stemming from habit and exposure.   I suppose I am capable of a neutral, professional English 
that any reader/audience in the English literary world can grasp easily. 
 
The language of a poem demands its own rhythms and flows; I have noticed that the pacing and 
pauses can be subtly inflected by my awareness of audience -- slightly more clipped in the 
UK, allowed a looser gait and trail-off in Australia.  But it can change also from poem to 
poem and occasion to occasion, depending on mood , frequency, time.    
 
The poet is a performer; the poet in performance doubly so -- and I do not think any of us stick to 
the script all the time every time.   And then there is the voice in my head, through which the 
poem speaks when it first comes to paper.   I am sure there is a name for this cognitive ghost, 




The following oral interview with Alvin Pang was held at Café 211 at Holland Village Shopping 
Centre, on 12
th
 February 2009, Thursday at 3pm 
Q: Hi Alvin thanks for taking the time to meet me today. 
A: No problem. Sorry I took so long to return your email questionnaire!  
Q: No worries. I would just like to clarify some of your questionnaire responses and ask you 
some other questions today. To begin, some of the poets I have sampled have responded that 
they think poetry is the most popular genre of writing in Singapore because there is no time for 
writing prose. What do you think? 
A: I think that‘s too easy and convenient an answer. Singapore poets tend not to write long epic 
poems so the kind of writing tends to be shorter, but that is not the whole picture. If there‘s no time 
for prose then why not write short stories? I think the real reason why poetry is preferred is because 
the tradition of poetry is in our literary history, and is most developed in paper form. Fiction is more 
developed in Malaysia, as plays are not really written there, but all our literary pioneers are poets eg 
Thumboo, Lee Tzu Pheng and Yap. Asian languages are tonal, musical and lyrical, and these lend 
themselves well to poetry and linguistic play. Our cultures have lyrical musical traditions too. Think 
about Singlish and how it is a lilting language, it is definitely more poetry than prose.  
I think Singaporeans‘ short attention span, lack of time and cultural background have all contributed 
to making it more natural for us to write poetry. You can actually hear classic Malay debates or the 
pantoon in Alfian‘s poetry because it is there in his tone and poetic voice. As I have developed as a 
poet I have become more conversational in my writing style as well. We don‘t think or speak in 
paragraphs like in prose, but more in short bursts like the stanzas in poetry. So poetry is the closest to 
the way we think and speak, which is why it is the most popular writing form here.  
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Q: That‟s really interesting. You mentioned that your writing is getting more conversational. 
Can you elaborate on that? 
A: Well when I started writing I was more conscious of forms in poetry, and so my poems were more 
formal. But as I grew more confident I felt like I could step away from the source material and I was 
prepared to stick my neck out and strike up a conversation with strangers through my writing. Thus 
my poems are more conversational pieces now. I believe that writing is a two-way process, and I 
believe in this very firmly. Hence I like the idea of poetry as a conversation between the poet and 
reader. This is why I‘ve moved away from the formalistic sorts of writing now.  
Other poets like Toh Hsien Min are beginning to write these conversational poems too. Hsien Min 
started out as a formalist but now he‘s writing more conversational poems because he wants to break 
into the market and build an audience. I liked more poems in Hsien Min‘s Means because they were 
less formal. I guess you could say that I am now writing in ―smart casual‖ rather than ―black tie‖ 
formal. These are all clothes, but some forms are just more comfortable than others.  
Q: You‟ve mentioned in your questionnaire response the “fundamental absurdity about cross-
examining daffodils and Spring in 32C heat.” I found that both very witty and funny. Do you 
think that our literature education system in Singapore is changing? 
A: Well there has been a huge change in our education system between our independence in 1965 to 
the 1990s. Back then there was a tremendous interest in making the education system more ―tropical,‖ 
which is why they brought in Hawaiian/Indian/tropical island literature. It was a move to decolonise 
our literature, so they moved away from British literature. But thus didn‘t last for long because they 
soon reverted to a focus on Brit Lit. It was a regression but lit was obsolete as a subject for 
Singapore‘s rulers at that time. Lit was also concentrated in elite schools, because the elite students 
were to only ones who could do well and enjoy it. These schools were all run by expats who all 
wanted to teach British lit. But all this is changing again, and now my books are being taught in 
schools. I think the inclusion of local lit into our school syllabi is important because kids enjoy it, they 
can relate to contemporary Singapore literature. There is also greater freedom now because schools 
can select their own textbooks for lit and set their own papers. It‘s all changing gradually so it‘s very 
encouraging.  
Q: You‟re famous for using a race car analogy when people ask you about your efforts in the 
promotion of local literature. Do you still use that analogy now? 
A: Well that analogy works. If I want to drive a car and there are no roads, I have to help to build the 
roads. But I am ultimately a car driver at heart and not a road builder. That said, the roads need to be 
maintained as well, and how one maintains it is a question, whose job is it to maintain it is yet another 
question. It can‘t always be me! Our theatre scene solved this with professional theatre companies and 
the government‘s building of the Esplanade, which provided them with the infrastructure, so the 
business is there to stay already. This means that key playwrights like Alfian or Ivan Heng can come 
and go but the infrastructure is there to stay. Lit does not have this yet. We do not have such an 
infrastructure at all.  
When I graduated in York in 1994 and returned to Singapore, there were no local publishers except 
Times, Unipress and Singapore National Printers. Times gave out tough contracts, you can only 
publish with Unipress if you have times with the university, and SNP only published your work as 
part of the contract if you are the Singapore Literature Prize winner. It was part of the ―national 
service‖ that they were doing, but they were very eager to stop because they obviously did not make 
any money from it. Then in 1995, I submitted my work for the Singapore Literature Prize and this was 
the Class of ‘95 that I‘m sure you‘ve heard about. Kim Cheng won the Prize in 95 and Shu Hoong, 
Aaron and I were the nominees. I think 1995 was a turning point for our local literature scene because 
all four SLP nominees had submitted modern stuff, were non-academics, and this was a big break 
from the Thumboo era of writing. Since we were all interested in writing, we got to know one another 
and also found others with a similar interest in writing.  
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We were all thirsty for publication so we wanted to start our own publishing houses. Fong Hoe Fang 
from Pagesetters, which is a commercial company, collaborated with me in ‘96 and ‘97 (but I had not 
monetary interest in the project) to start Ethos Books, so Ethos is an imprint of Pagesetters. This got 
everyone very excited because of the commercial designs of the books which had not been available 
before. Then Enoch Ng, who is a Chinese poet, started Firstfruits, and they have really good designs 
as well. Landmark came along, and they published Gwee‘s book and Felix‘s I Watch the Stars Go 
Out. Singapore‘s lit and publishing scene had a short and rapid rise to maturity but it is a very positive 
one. Now Ethos and Firstfruits publish more than 90% of the new books in Singapore, and for his 
latest collection, even Thumboo has moved away from Unipress to Ethos, which is a very tell one! 
Shows you the significance of the publisher!  
Q: What do you think about the notion that publishing or selling books in Singapore does not 
actually make any money? 
A: Well it‘s all about cultural production and not about money at all. There are concrete benefits to 
publishing our own books. There is good will involved and also publicity for Singapore lit 
internationally as well. These are all the effects that you cannot quantify in terms of money. Book 
sales is only one piece of the puzzle. Readership and reach is now much greater because of 
publication, and this is very important. The internet is now also a very powerful force, so I think one 
should measure things by readership more than by book sales. 
Compared with raw book sales around the world, our local poets are not badly off if we compare the 
statistics. An established poet in the UK would sell about 1000 copies of his book in 1-2 years, and 
that‘s about the same in Singapore. Our per capita book sales are not bad compared to the world 
figures. Only Korean and Japanese poets can make money with their books, and they have very large 
book sales, but this is probably because of the language factor that they are writing in. Singapore 
poets write in English, which means we have to compete with all the English writers for readers to 
buy our books over theirs, and this is tough. 
Q: You attend many international literary festivals around the world. Has the nature of that 
changed over the years? What exactly happens at the festivals? 
A: Yes, while I or we local writers used to have to pay to go to these festivals, now we get invited and 
it shows that we are important enough to be given the invitation. Previously we would have to ask for 
NAC funding to go, but now it is an all-expense paid trip with the air ticket and a 5 star hotel 
included, so it‘s better to be invited for sure. Many well-funded festivals are prepared to pay for poets 
to appear, so for these festivals we would ship our books over, and the festival organisers take a cut, 
but the books are usually all sold out. We give readings, sit on discussion panels, and here we don‘t 
just talk about books. Writers overseas are considered intellectuals so we talk about important issues 
as well. Then there are signings, social events, sightseeing. 
I feel like a celebrity at these international festivals because there would be a crowd of like 1000 
listening to me read my poems. This always makes me wonder why we don‘t have the same culture 
here in Singapore, and local poets have to go out to look for it because we don‘t have it amongst our 
own population. The fact of our success at these international literary festivals shows that Singapore 
writing is really very decent, versus how Singaporeans view local writing as not being good enough. 
Whose standards are they judging/deciding it by anyway? We do not have a fine sense of what we‘re 
judging ourselves by and it‘s a huge problem which is reflected in governmental policy, MOE syllabi 
decisions, hang-ups we have, insecurities---there seems to be a whole cultural anxiety that we‘re not 
good enough and this is why we constantly seek white validation, even though we‘ve been beaten 
down by their system over the years. 
We‘re not teaching books that matter in schools. It is really ironic that the ―O‖ and ―A‖ Level exams 
are no longer used by the British as they have their own system, but we still follow it. We should be 
giving our students a more varied diet of reading, the classics plus more contemporary stuff. But the 
choices of papers for our ―O‖ and ―A‖ Level exams are always focused on classic papers.  
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Q: If these are the issues and problems that Singapore has, what do you think is the best way 
forward for both Singapore and our literary scene? 
A: I think the best way forward is to have us prove them wrong, to have a whole generation of writers 
do really well in what we want to do and put NUS and its anti-Singaporean lit attitude to shame. For 
example if someone should ever start a Singapore lit department in a key overseas university, that is 
the only way NUS will sit up and look at local lit with different eyes. This will put NUS to shame for 
ignoring and belittling local lit as not being important enough for all these years.  
Q: With so many problems that you face, how do you keep your optimism for Singapore 
literature up? 
A: Well there is a real passion for my work, and since I am not paid for doing it it helps because there 
is no stake for doing it. I guess it is an irrational feeling I have. Every time I see something positive 
develop I feel very encouraged. For example in the latest Norton anthology of contemporary 
literature, Language for a New Century, the usual big names for Singapore lit like Thumboo and Lee 
Tzu Pheng were left out, and contemporary writers like myself, Cyril and Hsien Min were included. I 
think this is encouraging because overseas editors are recognising that our literature and poetry 
evolves, and it is not always the same few poets. 
Also, because helping to develop Singapore lit benefits something larger than myself, I feel very 
happy about it. It is very boring to be self-serving. The technical challenges are also very invigorating, 
and since I am very impatient with stupidity, I try to fix the flaws in the system whenever I see them.  
Q: Finally, what are your views that poetry is the domain of the elite because some have said 
that most of the contemporary poets writing are yuppies? 
A: I do agree that having white collar jobs limit the supply and output of poetry, because having a 
full-time job takes a lot out of you. But this is changing too because a lot of us are moving away from 
the ―comfortable‖ yuppie life. I could be getting $345,000 a year after a 20% pay cut like my peers if 
I had stayed on in my civil service job! Alfian quit medicine to be a playwright. Yi-Sheng has never 
stepped into the conventional roles of teaching or having professional jobs. So it isn‘t true that we are 
all yuppies because there has been a lot of evolution going on, and evolution is important. The roles 
between our jobs and vocation as poets have become a lot more porous. Who we are as artists and 
writers and what we do for our work has become a lot more permeable now. Both these roles interact 
and intersect, for example how journalism and writing/teaching interact with each other, like in the 
case of Shu Hoong and Felix, or editing and poetry for myself.  
Also, some of us actually cross genres in our vocations, and are not limited to writing poetry. Both 
Alfian and Yi-Sheng are both poets and playwrights, so it is not so easy to draw the lines between job 
and vocation anymore. This is significant on two levels: Firstly, it affects our writing and styles. 
Secondly, it affects economics, because we can make money from one to support the other if one is 
not lucrative. So I think this whole interdisciplinary thing is very important now.  
Q: That‟s very useful to consider. Thank you so much for all your time today.  










Aaron Lee Questionnaire  
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
 
[Aaron – when I started creative writing in my early teens, I wrote short fiction and limericks. 
I have also occasionally experimented with drama writing. However, I quickly came to enjoy 
the ―form specific‖ challenges posed by poetry, and the sense of heightened emotion and 
revelation that comes from writing a good poem.]    
 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints?  
 
[Aaron – I write as a way to make sense of the world and of my life experiences. I write to 
give myself an opportunity to stop the world turning- to look at it from a new perspective, to 
learn, and to discover my own responses to what is going on around me. As such, my poems 
are often rooted in personal experience and also in historical and current affairs. I mainly 
write about what affects me deeply.] 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry?  
 
[Aaron-  I see the main value of tradition as having distilled what are the main strengths in 
this genre; in technique and craft. Sensibilities and styles come and go like fashion, but a poet 
who knows poetic tradition has the opportunity to collect the tools that break new ground in 
his writing.]  
 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you?  
 
[Aaron- I have never thought it strange or weird that I, writing in the Far East (not the centre 
of writing in English), would be writing in English. English is my first language in that I 
think, feel and interact in English, first of all. I have some familiarity with Eastern/ Chinese 
poetics and occasionally dip into that area to explore new things about my Asian-ness/ 
Chinese-ness.] 
 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
 
[Aaron – I believe that a good poem has the ability to affect the reader, even before the poem 
is completely understood. This comes from the heightened/ focused/ aesthetic expression of 
what may be ordinary thoughts about ordinary experiences.] 
 
 What is your attitude towards free verse? 




 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds?  
 
[Aaron – yes I have experimented with sonnets, villanelles, haikus, etherees etc. They are fun 
and fulfilling if done well, but I am not a stickler for form. I believe that we each need to find 
our own voice to convey what is ultimately individualized life experiences.]  
 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 
poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?   
 
[Aaron – All alternatives exist as soon as someone chances upon them. I am always happy to 
discover new things and new poets writing in new ways. I love the lyric voice and I think that 





 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing?  
 
[Aaron – I delve into both. Sometimes a poem surfaces and I only realize later that it was 
‗gestating‘ in me for weeks, months or even years. This is distinction does not really affect 
my writing, I think.] 
 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   
 
[Aaron – because Singapore features so prominently in my own life experience, it is 
inevitable that my poems may have a Singaporean flavour. However in my poems I try to 
draw out what is universal in the experience. Otherwise it is unlikely to affect the wider 





 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
 
[Aaron- I used to write only for myself, but the poems that resulted, while satisfying for me 
personally, did not affect other readers. For certain poems especially, I do take pains 
(especially when revising drafts) to ensure that it is not too obtuse or obscure to the ordinary 
reader. It is for this reason that I do like narrative in my poems.] 
 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why?  
 
[Aaron – recognition does not affect my writing, but I must honestly say that the recognition/ 





 How many languages are you comfortable in?  
 
[Aaron – I am comfortable only in English, even though I can more than get by in Chinese 
and German.] 
 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 
other languages you speak/understand/write in? 
 
 Did you find yourself using English for writing poetry as a natural first choice? [Aaron- yes, 
most certainly.] 
 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? [Aaron – 
yes] 
 
  Do you write in other languages apart from English?  
[Aaron – I have written Chinese and German poems—not as translations, but originating in 
these languages.] 
 
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
[Aaron – it is my ‗mother tongue‘ afterall – both my parents were educated in the colonial 
tradition.] 
 
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars?  
 
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing? 
 [Aaron – these don‘t impact my writing directly] 
 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet?  
 
[Aaron- yes as a local writer I do hope for a wider audience. From my observation, there is 
more local writing in school curricula nowadays. However my observation is also that there 
are fewer students studying literature as examination subject than there were before.] 
 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ [Aaron – no to the latter question] 
 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?   




 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards?  
 
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
[Aaron – yes I do; there are writers that I admire and I do learn from imitation. I have an 
affinity for contemporary American poets.] 
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? [Aaron- 
Seamus Heaney, Hermann Hesse] 
 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? [Aaron – Mary Oliver, Billy 
Collins, Seamus Heaney, Alvin Pang, Charles Simic]  
 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation?  
[Aaron – 70% is in English, the rest are in Chinese, German, Polish or Russian translations] 
 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
 
[Aaron- yes, other English speaking countries eg. Philippines, US and Australia are realizing 
now that there is good English language poetry that is being produced from Singapore] 
 
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you?  
[Aaron – I do honestly think that my not being a full-time writer has affected my production 








The following oral interview was conducted with Aaron Lee on the 21
st
 July 2008 at 8.30pm at 
his flat in Telok Blangah, before he attempted the email questionnaire. 
 
Q: What is your sense of the local poetry scene? 
 
A: There is a definite sense of community, it is very small with very few people involved in the circle. 
I am interested in finding out about the network of relationships within the poetry scene and how it 
affects the circle. (This was posed as one of the questions in the email questionnaire which Aaron had 
yet to attempt.) I feel that it does not affect the writing so much as it affects the relationships, because 
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of the different cliques, subgroups, political/social agendas that each individual poet belongs to or has. 
These ideas feed back into my or our own writing ultimately, as we will tend to support those with the 
same ideology.  
 
Q: What do you think is Singapore‟s reaction to local poetry? 
 
A: Singaporeans have an apathetic attitude to literature, and to poetry especially. Do you know that 
Singaporeans are one of the largest library-going people, but what they read are self-help 
books/magazines/computer software books/books about their hobbies etc and not fiction or prose, 
much less poetry? This is a very interesting and amazing phenomenon! 
 
Q: Who is your target audience? Who do you write for? 
 
A: Ok I don‘t write to be read, but for self-fulfilment/expression more than anything else. The circle 
of poets here is small but it is growing, perhaps due to the increasingly literate and globalised 
population we have here now. There are increasing producers of poetry in Singapore now, so it‘s a 
positive trend that I am seeing. 
 
Q: What did you choose poetry of all forms, why not prose/drama etc? 
 
A: Why poetry? I guess it‘s because I read avidly as a child and have always enjoyed words. I find the 
technicality and constraints of the form challenging. I wrote both prose and poetry when I was in 
secondary school (Raffles‘ Institution), where there were poetry writing competitions being held. It 
was actually the encouragement and affirmation of 2 teachers in RI and a group of friends that made 
me write poetry. My group of friends will read and critique each others‘ works and we encouraged 
one another. Alvin Pang is one of these friends from RI who was part of this group writing and 
reading poetry, and we have grown together as poets.  
 
Q: What do you think of the CAP/ Mentorship schemes we have here? 
 
A: These are more formalized schemes/interest groups from what I had in secondary school. 
 
Q: Have you ever considered leaving your job to write poetry full time?  
 
A: Actually I am very impressed with people who leave their jobs to write full time eg Felix Cheong, 
Yong Shu Hoong and Cyril Wong. However they have to write both commercial prose and poetry to 
get by, and not just poetry alone as you can‘t make a living on that. This is why I still keep my bank 
job.  
I feel that it is the same in many other countries, where artists also teach, because the production and 
the teaching of the craft/poetry go hand in hand. I am a lawyer by training, and I enjoy law and my 
bank job, but I also conduct seminars and workshops for poetry. I have been a mentor for young 
writers for the last 5-6 years in the CAP programme (MOE selects the young writers, they pair them 
up with a published writer, both mentor and mentee keep an email correspondence where the mentor 
critiques their work---they usually don‘t meet due to time constraints even though he tries to meet 
them at least once, but sometimes they go out for events together.) I have been a panel speaker for the 
CAP as well. I do promote poetry actively, and see this as part of my vocation as a poet.  
 
Q: Do you feel that so few people write or read poetry here in Singapore due to the pragmatic/ 
realistic nature of our society? 
 
A: Well I do admit that the problem is definitely more acute here, where there is a very very small 
poetry market. It is a commercialising-losing enterprise to write and produce poetry here in 
Singapore. However, if we look at things in another way, this also means that the poets we find here 
are really hardcore poets who are really interested in poetry for their love of it, and not for money-




However, I admit that there are lots of impacts on my writing with these constraints. For example, 
there was a ten years gap between the publication of my first and second collection of poems, and 
there was a gap of three years when I went without writing a single poem because I was just so caught 
up with work, building my career and everyday life.  
 
Q: So if you can‟t make money writing poetry here in Singapore, then did you ever have to put 
in money to get your work published? 
 
A: No, I never had to put in any money to be published as NAC gives a grant for the publications of 
my poetry books. Every year I receive a very modest royalty cheque, so modest that I don‘t even cash 
it but keep the cheque as a keepsake. This is definitely not something I can live on. 
 
Every writer knows this here in Singapore, all our writers are very aware of the economic limitations 
of writing poetry. We want to write full time but know that we can‘t survive on it; but many of us 
enjoy our day jobs as well, and it is not like we all hate our day jobs and can‘t wait to leave it. Many 
local writers like me do enjoy our day jobs quite a lot. The other parts of my life actually bring things 
to my writing, as in it gives me ideas and material for my poetry. For example, I am interested in and 
deal with international laws and human right laws in my job. This is reflected in the questions of 
social injustice that I write about in my poems, issues that arise only because of my experiences as a 
lawyer. 
 
Q: Being married to your wife who is also an artist (his wife Namiko is a full-time painter), how 
do you think her art has influenced yours? 
 
A: Well it‘s interesting that you ask that question because I haven‘t really thought about it before. But 
I do know that Namiko‘s art definitely influences mine. I don‘t know how exactly, but both of us talk 
a lot about art and poems and paintings. I feel that our thinking and constant contemplations about art 
influence each other. One important element about Namiko‘s art that has influenced mine is that she 
sees herself as a Christian artist, and that art is not the be all and end all of her work. To Namiko, 
painting is her form of ministry, one that is affirmed by God, and she is reaching out to minister others 
through her paintings. Similarly, I view poetry to be my form of ministry as well.  
 
Q: If poetry is your form of Christian ministry, does this mean that your subject matter is 
on/about Christianity then? 
 
A: No, a Christian writer does not have to write about Christian things specifically. The general 
feeling can come across in the body of work, such as through issues of faith, belief, etc. 
 
Q: Alright, but if you are a strong Christian does that also mean that you might not agree 
with/get along so well with the gay poets within the circle because you disagree with their sexual 
orientation?  
 
A: No, absolutely not. In fact I feel a sense of kinship with the gay poets in our local poetry circle, and 
I respect them all as individuals who have made their own choices. I would say that I share a good 
relationship with them, such as how I reviewed Ng Yi-Sheng‘s first book of poems when it was 
published, and Last Boy did touch on Yi-Sheng‘s coming out of the closet while studying in New 
York. I also have a good relationship with Cyril.  
 
I guess to me, every writer has his own way of thinking and his own unique idiosyncrasies that are 
independent of whether he is gay or not. 
 





A: I feel that the local media has encouraged the reading of local poems. The media has its own circle 
too as well, but reporters such as Ong Sor Fen have been great supporters of local literature. She has 
travelled on book tours with Alvin and I, and has given space in the Life section of the newspapers for 
local lit. 
 
Sometimes of course the media does do its fair share of misquoting the poets and it also assumes a lot 
of things, but I feel that that is part and parcel of the media as a news engine. The papers will always 
be on the lookout for interesting angles and controversial issues to focus on, and perhaps this is why 
the gay poets have garnered more coverage, as the ―angry gay men‖ idea is a more exciting one to 
write about and sell papers on. 
 
On the whole however, I must say that the local media has done quite a lot in promoting local poetry. 
In recent years, The Straits Times has found stability with journalist Stephanie Yap, as she is a 
reporter who does her research well, and she is clearly someone who is interested, who understands 
the poets and their works, and who knows the right questions to ask. Overall, I feel that the local 
media supports local writing. 
 
Q: What is subject matter to you? Are there any specific topics that are especially close to your 
heart and that you touch on in your poems? For example, you mentioned earlier that poetry is 
your form of ministry, so is faith key subject matter to you? 
 
A: To me, faith is the lens through which I view and comprehend the world, but it is not subject 
matter to me. I tend to write about current affairs and relationships, such as parent-child relationships, 
the relationship between lovers, and the relationship/friendship that exists between friends, all of 
which come from my own personal experiences. To me, poetry is a very personal genre, and I bring 
all my personal experiences to bear when I‘m writing a poem.  
 
Q: What is your attitude towards free verse? Why do you think most of the local poets write in 
free verse? 
 
A: Well I have tried playing with form, and I have tried writing sonnets and haikus in the past, but I 
find that when I am using a fixed verse form I am constantly negotiating with space, comfort level and 
the ease of expression, so I generally prefer  to use free verse instead.  
 
And it is not true that all local poets write in free verse. Hsien Min for example likes using stricter and 
more traditional forms in his writing. 
 
To me, what is important is not the form the poem is written in but that the poem follows a lyric style, 
that there is cadence in the writing (this is very important), that the poem observes speech patterns, 
and that it is conscious of the oral tradition as I like poems that can be performed well or read well.  
 
The best poetry reading that I have ever attended was by Philip Levine three years ago in New York, 
where the poet read ―The Two,‖ a poem that was previously unpublished. Levine read and performed 
the poem so well that I was really impressed and moved by his reading and the performance of his 
writing.  
 
Another good poetry reading that I‘ve attended was in Manila on the night President Estrada was 
being impeached. The only way of describing the atmosphere in the city that night is to say that it was 
electrifying and revolutionary, and the general feeling of the reading I was at felt extra vibrant and 
exciting. 
 
Because orality and the performativity of poems are so important to me, I consciously read my poems 




Q: Thank you so much for your time Aaron, I‟ve really learnt a lot from your interview 
answers. Is there anything that you might like to end the interview off with? 
 
A: Well with regards to the cultural anthropology of Singapore poetry, something can be said about 
the fact that we are a City State. I feel that it is significant that we are all children of the city, that we 
have a certain mentality/sensibility in us that only comes about because we live in the city. We all 
share certain characteristics as a result of being city-dwellers, such as a certain sense of restlessness, 
transience, short memories---this is something Shirley Lim has written on in the past.  
 
Even though I grew up in the Malaysian countryside I still consider myself a child of the city, and I 
am always writing about the city because I view the world as a City with a capital ―C‖. I feel that  this 
has a huge impact on writers of the post-‘65 generation as the City-States impacts how we live, 
breathe, view and make sense of the world around us. 
 
The City-State can be thought of as an experimental lab, and with every small change everything is 
magnified and the changes become even faster because we all live and work in such proximity within 
the city space. Rajeev Patke, Shirley Lim, Williams (author I‘ve mentioned on the back of No Other 
City) and Gwee Li Sui have all worked on ideas touching on the importance of the City-State. 
 
If there is anything worth considering in your project of tracing the social and cultural anthropological 
development of local poetry in Singapore, I would say that the idea of the City-State is one that‘s 



































Toh Hsien Min Questionnaire  
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
I know I am not quite answering the question by focusing on the distinction that I think is 
important to be made, which is that the writing of poetry, prose and drama is analogous to 
the playing of the French horn, the trumpet and the trombone.  Stick a trumpet player in 
front of a French horn and he will be able to make a sound, because the embouchure is 
the same; it looks like the same skill carried out on different instruments.  But to get good 
at any one instrument – that is the outcome of years and years of practice on it. 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
Many people pick up a sport, for instance jogging, when they are young, and it remains 
something they do throughout their lives.  If you ask them why they do it, you could get 
all manner of reasons – from motivations of health through to that endorphin burst – but 
human beings are very good at coming up with reasons for what could be, on some level, 
just something they do.  Poetry is my jogging. 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
I‘m not going to trot out the usual lines of tradition being a construct or fashion, but I will 
cite Nicholas Nassim Taleb on the neglect of silent evidence, specifically that tradition 
comes about for reasons completely external to the work itself.  One semi-correct 
response to that, I think, should be that one should always try as far as possible to invent 
one‘s own tradition, almost in the Borges sense of creating one‘s own precursors, except 
in this case I start with the reading, which is of course the precursor to the act of writing 
(this time, after Leavis). 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
It‘s reasonably obvious that I draw much from the British and more broadly European 
traditions.  How much and how effectively I leave to others to decide. 
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
Unlike many of today‘s poets, traditional forms have been my starting point.  This has 
helped give my writing discipline and structure – what Alvin Pang has called my 
―formalist instinct‖ – such that my free verse has still a cadence informed by that of the 
metrical line. 
 What is your attitude towards free verse?  
For ―energy in vacuo / has the power / of confusion‖. 
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 
poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?  
Absolutely!  My concept of the poetic career is very classical – referenced to Virgil, 
Dante and Pope – whereby one builds from small units to ever larger units.  This I say in 






 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
Subject matter is whatever comes.  What comes is a function of what you expose yourself 
to.  Frankly I‘m not keen on talking about subject matter, for a whole host of reasons, not 
least because it begins to commoditise poetry, which implies reduction.  In my view it‘s 
not really desirable to shelve this poet along with ―garden tools‖ while that one goes into 
―kitchenwares‖. 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 




 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
If I do have an envisioned audience, it‘s one that works hard.  Which is one reason my 
third collection (Means to an End) is a bit of an odd one out, because it has an ambiguous 
relationship towards this audience. 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  




 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
English is my preferred language, but I can speak Mandarin and read French. 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 
other languages you speak/understand/write in? 
 Did you find yourself using English for writing poetry as a natural first choice? 
Yes. 
 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
Yes. 
  Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
No, but I should be working harder at translating more of my own work into French.  One 
obstacle is that it‘s easier and in certain ways more rewarding to translate poems in 
French into English.   
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars?  
If this is an admissible phenomenon, it does not derive from any property of the English 
language.  I would park it – possibly – under the domain of social anthropology. 
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
Adaptive, maybe.  I can speak Singlish as well as the next NSF.  I can speak acrolectic 
Singapore English.  In Oxford I was told that I spoke like a Londoner.   
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
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 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
No. 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?  
Yes I was in the CAP – the first batch actually – and yes it did influence my writing, not 
so much stylistically or even technically but simply in giving me confidence that I had 
some capacity for it. 
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards?  
You hear stories of people soliciting nominations, and I don‘t know how much of these 
stories is true, but I can‘t imagine it actually helps the writing in any way. 
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
Arthur Yap deserves to be even more of a touchstone than he already is. 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
Internationally, Paul Muldoon is a star in his own firmament – he‘s so inimitable I don‘t 
know of anyone who even tries to write like him.  John Burnside for his exquisite 
cadence.  Andrew Motion for making the most of a moderate path.  Anne Carson for flair 
and intellect and architecture. 
In Singapore, Yeow Kai Chai because he works in a different aesthetic from most, Cyril 
Wong because he‘s now trying to expand the scope of his poetry, and Koh Tsin Yen – 
who doesn‘t yet have her own book out – because she has so much talent, along with 
things to actually say. 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
Around 5% - I just did a count.  The number doesn‘t include the likes of Christopher 
Logue‘s terrific Iliad or Seamus Heaney‘s horrid Beowulf.  However I do read French 
poetry – I‘m currently in the middle of Jacques Prévert and have started a Jeanine Baude.  
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
Yes. 
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
People in literary circles are sometimes surprised to hear that I work in risk analytics in an 
international bank, and bankers are sometimes surprised to hear that I‘m a published poet.  
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I‘m surprised people are so surprised.  Not everything fits into a cardboard box and can 
be shrink-wrapped (which, incidentally, for me represents one hypothesis of where poetry 
derives its energy).  On the contrary, I like to think it gives me a nice balance in my daily 
activities and opportunities for cross-fertilization.  The design of a poem is every bit as 
logical and structured as that of a SAS programme or of a VBA script.  One day I‘ll 
complete my Monte Carlo generator so that I can output a dozen poems a day just by 
pressing a button! 
 
The following oral interview with Toh Hsien Min was held at Tin Hill at 6
th
 Avenue, on 6
th
 
February 2009, Friday at 7.45pm 
 
Q: Hello thanks for taking the time to meet up with me today Hsien Min. I would like to ask you 
a few questions to clarify some of the answers that you‟ve given me in the email questionnaire 
responses. Firstly, you‟re the only contemporary poet I know that started by writing in 
traditional forms, something that you‟ve termed “discipline and structure” in your responses. 
Can you tell me a little bit about that? 
 
A: When I mentioned ―discipline and structure‖ I meant careful attention paid to rhythm, metre and 
perhaps even rhyme in writing. Like what you see in traditional English poetry. This is a deliberate 
choice for me. I see structure in poetry as having a strong framework. Since I‘ve studied all the 
movements of poetry in my undergraduate days, I try to be open to what other poets are trying to do in 
their writing, and measure the poets on their own terms rather than by the standards I use in my own 
writing. I am trying to vary the way I write. For example in my latest book Means there are no stanzas 
used, whereas Iambus was shaped by pentameters. For Means the driving structural idea behind it was 
to be aware of cadence, language flow, to build momentum in the words and let the language flow 
with it. It is important to be that my poems are conversational. 
 
Q: Alright. You have mentioned in your questionnaire response that “if [you] do have an 
envisioned audience, it is one that works hard.” What did you mean by that? 
 
A: Well I wanted to be able to reach out to my audience and have them understand what I was trying 
to do. My third book was an easier book to write than the first two, as the poems are more accessible 
to the readers and they can go with the flow. The first two were more based on traditional forms and I 
guess some readers have problems connecting with that. But in Means, there is a whole underlying 
current of irony that runs through it despite its veneer of accessibility, so it just depends if the readers 
catch that or not. Honestly I have an ambiguous relationship with Means myself. I felt that it was a 
book that I needed to put out, to show that I could write in other ways besides traditional forms. The 
book is a literal means to an end for me, hence the title. The poems in there were written from 2001 to 
early 2008. 
 
Q: Why do you say that the book is a means to an end for you? Could you elaborate? 
 
A: It‘s a means to an end for me because it was just part of the process of bringing my writing 
forward, of trying to attract an audience in ways that my second book wasn‘t doing at all. Enclosure 
was too ―enclosed‖ in its own world and architecture of words, and few people understood it. With 
Means I felt like I was wanting to write a book that had a more general appeal even though I wasn‘t 
sure of the value of it myself, and I feel that I am ―selling out‖ in a way. This was especially because 
Means wasn‘t a difficult book for me to write at all. In fact, I would say it is a relatively easy book to 
get and write, which makes me feel kind of disingenuous to my craft. I felt it was less of an aesthetic 
challenge. Enclosure was harder. There was a definite form and structure holding it, and it was harder 
to write, but I enjoyed the process. For Means I was just happy to get it out of the way. 
 




A: Well currently I am working on a collection of sonnets. Petrarchan sonnets to be exact. I‘ve been 
working on them for a long time. 
 
Q: What are your views on the issue that English as a language is deracinating? 
 
A: Well English is a choice of language. So whether a language gets deracinated or not depends on 
your choice of what language to use. It is unfair to attribute deracination to the language itself, as it 
isn‘t English‘s choice to deracinate. It is how Singapore society prizes the English language more than 
the others that makes it deracinating. So it is a societal choice at the end of the day. Languages have 
no minds of their own. It is all about how people use them. I partly regret not being able to write or be 
proficient in Chinese, but English is largely my first language.  
 
Q: My guess is that you are an ACS boy. Am I right? 
 
A: Yes! I‘m an ACS boy. We‘re all terrible at Chinese! 
 
Q: What are your viewpoints on the NAC and governmental policies on the arts?  
 
A: Well I feel you can‘t promote the arts in isolation. The government has money but doesn‘t know 
what to do with it. The NAC runs the CAP, which I was part of. Lee Tzu Pheng and Arthur Yap 
mentored me. I remember being surprised when I first met Arthur Yap. I was 17 and in JC then. He 
struck me because even though he had a really deep voice he was so reserved and soft-spoken. I was 
very affected by his death in 2006.  
 
Q: You sound like you were very close to Arthur Yap? 
 
A: Yes. Even though my mentorship with him lasted for only a year he was always available after 
that. He helped me get my NAC-Shell scholarship to go study at Oxford with his recommendation. I 
sent him my manuscripts for Enclosure and Means and he helped me look at them. 
 
Q: Do you mentor any students in the CAP/MAP? 
 
A: I have mentored before in the CAP, but am not mentoring anyone currently. 
 
Q: What are your thoughts on being a poet while living in a pragmatic country like Singapore? 
 
A: Hmmm this is a tough question to answer because I feel that I would still have been a poet even if I 
lived in a relatively more relaxed country like England.  
 
Q: Most of the poets from the famed Class of 95 generation and beyond usually hold white 
collar jobs while writing poetry. What are your thoughts on that? 
 
A: Well you don‘t have to be a starving artist to produce good art. This is a big misconception. Work 
and art can be of two opposing natures and one can be two opposing things at the same time. That 
said, writing does take up a lot of time, concentration and energy, so you need to gather up these 
resources, find the place to write, make sure you have the mental energy etc. It is probably more 
difficult to have a full time job and be a writer, but you can‘t live on being a writer alone. I feel that I 
have a very interesting job. I create risk management models for Standard Chartered Bank and I‘ve 
been with them since 2005. I can exercise a lot of creative energy during the day in my job, just that 
it‘s a different kind of creativity. After I graduated from Oxford I told myself that I won‘t become a 
teacher or journalist, because if I write for work then I can‘t write for my own poetry, as work would 
have sapped all the writing energy out of me!  
 
Q: I can‟t seem to find Means sold in any bookshop currently. Is there a reason why? Are they 




A: Oh Means had a horrid distribution problem, so it‘s hard to find in most bookshops. It was bad.  
 
Q: Oh alright. To wrap up, I would like to know what are your views on the local poetry scene? 
 
A: I think the local poetry scene is still growing up. To me, a marker of a mature poetry scene is that 
there must be a healthy critical scene to support it. And these can‘t be made up of poets that critique 
one another‘s work; these critics can‘t be poets because they have to be independent readers to ensure 
that there are objective views and reviews. They should publish reviews and engage in active debate 
about poetry. We don‘t have that, and this is why I started QLRS. I want this but we don‘t quite have 
it yet. Until we have people as interested in reading and critiquing the stuff we have as we have 
people writing the stuff, it would always be an adolescent poetry scene. I also feel that writers have to 
be more open to criticism, to not let their egos get in the way. For example Yi-Sheng reviewed Means 
in QLRS and he critiqued it, and I am ok with it. We have to be mature enough as a writing society to 
listen to criticism, because one always learn from criticism and not from praise. Currently, we are not 
there yet.  
 
Q: That‟s very thought-provoking. Thank you for your time today Hsien Min. Your interview 
has been most helpful to me. 
 





































Cyril Wong Questionnaire  
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
I don‘t really know. I tried short stories and plays but they took too long to say what I wanted to say. 
 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
A form of healing, self-instruction and self-affirmation. And to reach out to others like me. 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
Scepticism. 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
The confessional tradition from the States and the American lyric tradition of the last few 
decades. I am somewhere in between, I think. No, I am not that conscious, but it is good to know.  
 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
I have no fixed ideas. I don‘t like traditional forms. 
 What is your attitude towards free verse?  
I write in free verse. 
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
There are no limits. 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? Any alternatives to short 
poems? What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?  
I think I have done all of these styles once or twice. There is always drama in poetry. 
 
POEM-REALITY 
 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
Everything is equally suited. 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
It is always both at the same time. It doesn‘t matter to me. 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   





 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
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Yes, poets like me are my ideal audience. Everyone else is just a bonus. 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
I write for poets like me and for myself, ultimately. Readership doesn‘t bother me so much, 
although my books do sell. I get really strange readers though, even many stupid ones who 
misread my work. 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 




 How many languages are you comfortable in?  
One. 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 
other languages you speak/understand/write in? 
I only speak English. 
 Did you find yourself using English for writing poetry as a natural first choice? 
Yes. 
 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
My primary language.  
  Do you write in other languages apart from English? 
No. 
 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
English is my native language. This question is a little offensive. 
 Do you believe that English deracinates? That it kills off creativity in other local vernaculars?  
No, it doesn‘t. I think I would have been less creative if I wrote in Chinese alone.  
 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
Singaporean. When I am overseas, I speak slower, but still my English is still very machine-gun 
like in flatness of tone. In Singapore, I go back to morse code speed. That‘s the only difference.  
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
They don‘t. 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
Educational policies are not doing anything to affect how poetry is written. I think the inclusion of 
local writing has increased its cultural value but in small doses at a time. It doesn‘t matter to me 
as a poet. 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
I am a snob, yes, but if being a part of ―high culture‖ means that one is able to participate 
convincingly and rewardingly in ―low culture‖ too. For example, I love writing poetry, but I love 
to write morbid children‘s stories too. Anyway, poetry has its ―low brow‖ moments too; Maya 
Angelou vs Derek Walcott? 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
Literary elitism is always everyone‘s fault but the writers‘. People need to feel excluded (victimhood 
is romantic, I suppose), so they pretend that other people are excluding them, when they would not 
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even make sufficient effort to understand the people whom they think are exclusive in the first place. 
People are stupid this way.  
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?  
I taught in CAP. I was never in CAP in school. I think it is a good system and it encourages 
students to write. 
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise?  
I don‘t really know. 
 What is your personal attitude towards the NAC awards?  
I have got a few. And it‘s free money. So I like it. 
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
Having many influences that shape me all the time? My affinities are to a few lyric poets whom I 
love, whom I used to imitate before finding my own voice.  
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
Louise Gluck, Stephen Dunn, Lewis Warsh, Cole Swenson, Rebecca Edwards, Jordie Albiston, 
Jennifer Harrison, Anne Carson. 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
Same as above. 
 How much of the contemporary poetry that you read is in English, and how much is in 
translation? 
All in English. I don‘t trust translations unless I really have no choice, such as translations of 
Darwish‘s work. 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
I don‘t think so. Globalisation just means more bad books are being read by more people. With 
regards to Singapore, well, I get invited to travel to festivals all over the world because I write and 
publish poetry in English—I think it is a good deal. I meet more writers and find more likeminded 
readers. 
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
I don‘t know. I never asked around. As for me, the restrictive conditions here only made me write 
what I wanted even more.  
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
It hasn‘t. I make enough to survive, then I find time to write. It‘s not that difficult. Social 
perceptions? There are too many. You have to pick one. But it has not really bothered me. People 
who are intelligent and sensitive readers will see beyond such perceptions. I am glad to have met 







The following oral interview with Cyril Wong was held at Borders Bistro at Wheelock Place, on 
1
st
 August 2008, Friday at 12pm 
 
Q: Hi Cyril thank you for taking the time to meet up with me. I would just like to clarify some 
of the questionnaire responses that you‟ve made, and ask you a few more questions. 
 
A: No problem. 
 
Q: Firstly, you mentioned in your questionnaire response that one of your writing motivations 
was to reach out to “others like me.” Who were you referring to specifically? Was it the gay 
community or just people in general? 
 
A: Well that could be anyone in general. The gay community, poets who have used to written word to 
find out about the meaning of life, sensitive people attuned to words.  
 
Q: You have also said that you attitude to the idea of a tradition and convention in poetry is one 
of “skepticism.” Why is that so? 
 
A: Usually the idea of a convention is created by people ignorant of it, like the media. Also, the notion 
of a tradition is always evolving and changing, so it is hard to classify it as it is not a rigid discourse. I 
feel that the people who usually comment are the ones who have not read enough. 
 
Q: Fair enough. What is your idea of the local poetry scene now? 
 
A: It is becoming more cosmopolitan, meaning that it is less about Singapore and more about living in 
a global society. There is less experimentation here in our writing than I‘ll like, as we‘re still writing 
in fully grammatical sentences. But maybe this is partially because publishers do not accept more 
experimental poems. There is also the lack of publishers, lack of support for publishers, and lack of 
support for poetry in Singapore.  
 
Q: How was the Australian literary festival that you just attended? 
 
A: It was great. I was promoting two books there. It was a big festival with a huge variety of different 
writing, lots of different genres and lots of variety. There was a poetry reading and more than 200 
people in the audience. There people are really interested in your work. It is very different from the 
Singapore Writer‘s Festival where it‘s all about social issues and comics. It‘s sad because in 
Singapore I won‘t be able to have such a readership. All I would get is an expat audience, JC girls and 
a few academics. The Singapore festivals don‘t push poetry enough, poetry is very on the side and I 
don‘t think this would change anytime soon. 
 
Sex and ghost stories sell in Singapore, and I am definitely not going to sell out by writing these. The 
government is trying very hard to change it, and the NAC is doing a lot, but these gestures of 
improving cultural perspectives in Singapore are coming too late, and Singapore people have all 
solidified into a very materialistic, pragmatic, soul less lot all interested in instant gratification.  I 
don‘t think this would change in the next 60 years or so, as it‘s all too ingrained and rigid already.  
 
Q: You are an openly gay poet. How does this impact your work? 
 
A: Well I was very introverted from a young age. I was always full of these inner reflections and I  
felt that a journey through lit and art was my only way to be free, to discover and to learn to love 
myself. I felt very rejected by larger mainstream society, so I retreated into the inner space of writing. 
I thought it was easy to be a poet because you‘re in a corner of the world, and you find something to 
do cz the rest of the world doesn‘t want to see you. I was writing very personal confessional work and 
this was not what the publishers wanted. They wanted very social/out-ward looking poems. This made 
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me angry and more determined to push my work into the scene. It was an uphill battle that I fought. 
Perhaps this is why I am prolific and have 7 books published, because I have a point to make . 
 
Q: Do you feel differently about things now then when you began writing 6 years ago? 
 
A: Well I certainly feel less angry and intense about the hurt I felt 6 years ago, when I wrote about 
being gay to family and in this society and coming onto the writing scene. I had a huge agenda in the 
beginning when I started writing. I wanted to be seen as a successful gay poet. I though being seen as 
a successful poet was easy, but to be a successful gay poet coming out was very hard because lots of 
people are very scared of refuting societal norms and standards. Coming out was important to me 
because it was about myself, about standing in public and defending how my own gay identity is 
important to me. But because I can‘t exist as a single gay person in Singapore, I must fight for others 
too. There is no real gay literary community in Singapore, still very isolated. There is more of a 
community in the theatre scene. I guess I want the gay poets to be social poets and accepted.  
 
Q: How do you feel about being young but yet the most prolific poet in Singapore with 7 books 
published? 
 
A: I think this just pushes me to do more, to vary my voice more, to explore more themes in my work. 
It makes me feel lonely too, like I am some ―smart aleck‖ in my class, and it‘s frustrating. I guess I 
enjoyed the attention initially but there is no pleasure after a while. There is a literary circle here as 
sometimes we read one another‘s work and comment. I have my own writing circle and I rely on them 
to read my poems. They keep me on the right track. 
 
Q: You wrote in one of the questionnaire responses that my question on why you choose to write 
in English and not your native language “is a little offensive.” Why did you say that? 
 
A: This is a very 1980s question that reeks of all colonial legacy and all our postcolonial hang-ups. 
English is a general language that we use now. We speak it, we use it and dream in it. There is no 
more burden to it. If we attach a burden to it it just becomes very self-defeating. It is just a language 
we use to speak and we don‘t have to be ashamed of it. 
 
Q: You‟ve also admitted in the questionnaire responses that you are “a snob.” Can you 
elaborate? 
 
A: To me, a snob is someone who looks down on other forms of writing that are more popular or 
accessible. Poetry is relegated as a snobbish art form because few are interested in it. The people who 
say it is elitist want it to be elitist because they don‘t want to be a part of it. I feel marginalized that so 
few people are interested in poetry.  
 
Q: What does the high living standards and fast pace of life in Singapore do for you as a poet? 
 
A: It‘s ironic but I like the fast-paced of life. I‘m a very efficient person and I don‘t like to waste time. 
I am very disciplined and the fast-pace of life in Singapore helps me hone for discipline for writing. I 
like it because it‘s so ingrained in me. I don‘t think that I can go live on a farm. I can‘t write in a 
peaceful environment. I am used to the hustle and bustle here. Here I find inspiration to write---the 
business of life, the transport network, taking buses and trains, etc. 
 
We are a country of overachievers and this is very unique to Singapore. From the aunties queuing up 
for Hello Kitties to our CEOs, everyone here is trying to achieve more than the next human being to 
succeed, in order to be visible and part of the larger social narrative, to be up there, go to the best 
schools, drive the best cars, live in the best districts, etc. 
 




A: No, but I want to be a poet that makes a difference versus retreat like how most poets usually do 
and not give two hoots about society. Singaporeans always want something extra, as if what we have 
is not enough. Why? This is very interesting to me. We can‘t just have a happy child, we must have a 
happy child that also dances ballet and can swim. We pressure each other to be like that. Singaporeans 
are very obsessed with subscribing to what I call a second priority. We never appreciate life for what 
it is, but what it can be, which comes from comparing your life with other people, be it parents, 
government, aunties. 
 
Q: To end, where do you see local poetry going? Do you view all the local poets as a collective 
group? Are there local poets that you admire? 
 
A: I see all the poets as individuals. I feel that if Singapore stays the way it is all the poets will leave 
and get published elsewhere increasingly over time. Singapore for us is just a homebase. Our real 
audience is overseas. Our poetic works will leave Singapore and find an audience elsewhere. Poetry in 
Singapore will either die as a craft or get audiences from overseas and become very global, but of 
course it would be better if Singaporeans can also appreciate our local writing and not just foreigners. 
 
I only realize how bad our Singaporean audience is when I meet my audience overseas, who are really 
passionate. I find the response we get here very disappointing but it has spurred me on to write more, 
so I guess that is why I have been prolific in the last 10 years. I am trying to fill the void in Singapore 
poetry all on my own so I wrote a lot, because I felt that if I wasn‘t going to write or publish so much 
then who would do it? 
 
I like Lee Tzu Pheng‘s writing for her self-deprecating nature and humour. Arthur Yap is also another 
local poet that I admire because he is very original and is his own poet. Besides that I like some of 
Alvin‘s, some of Alfian‘s and some of Koh Tsin Yen‘s, who is an unpublished poet. 
 
Q: Thanks so much! That was all very useful to me Cyril! 
 

























Ng Yi-Sheng Questionnaire  
 
Aims: To Explore the Cultural Anthropology and Cultural Practice of Poetry in Singapore today.  
 
POEM-AUTHOR 
 What are the factors that made you write poems, as distinguished from writing plays, fiction, 
etc.? Why do you choose to write poems? Why not choose other mediums like short stories, 
prose/novels or drama?  
 
The truth is, I don‘t write many poems these days – only when the mood strikes me, or I get a 
brief idea (image-based or sonic or conceptual) that seems to take the form of a poem – or 
which doesn‘t seem to fit into any other art form, anyway.  Poems are the most flexible 
writing form, think.  Sometimes I write poems because I know there‘s an occasion to perform 
them, too.  I do write plays, short stories and prose too. 
 
 What do you understand as your reasons or motives for writing? What is the function of 
writing poetry to you? Is it self-expression, a form of dramatizing life around you, or taking 
on different poetic personae to express issues from their viewpoints? 
 
A lot of the motivation is the praise I get – I‘m very much an attention-seeker.  But it‘s also a 
means of self-expression: trying to crystallize an idea in my head and just talk about it in a 
new and intriguing way.  Miniature philosophies.   Even when the work is a political 
commentary of sorts, it‘s still very personal, it‘s still very much about where I‘m coming from 
as a subjective person. 
 
POEM-TRADITION 
 What do you regard as your attitude or relation to the idea of a tradition or convention in 
poetry? 
 
I think it‘s very true – we all get our inspirations from somewhere.  We all get taught that 
we‘re supposed to write or recite in a certain way, and we respond to that by developing on 
that or rebelling against it.  But it‘s not like there‘s a single line of influence: a number of us 
are inspired by art forms outside the ―Western Canon‖: we look at Asian poetry, rap or pop 
music for our conventions.  But there‘s always some kind of template that we have in mind, 
whether consciously or subconsciously. 
 
 Do you see your writing as related in any specific way to a local or an international tradition? 
How do you perceive yourself in relation to poetic conventions or traditions, whether local, 
international or western? Are you conscious of positioning yourself in relation to these 
conventions/traditions while writing? Do they even matter to you? 
 
Oh Christ – even though I‘m aware that I‘m being influenced by writers from all over, I never 
feel as if I‘ve kept up enough with what‘s happening internationally to feel that I‘m officially 
part of a contemporary movement or an international tradition.  Better to say my themes are 
international: those of sexuality, globalism, inter-culturalism, skepticism (not sure how to 
explain this, but my poetic tradition is in general much less innocently effusive than say, 
Filipino or Indonesian poetry).  I‘d say my roots lie predominantly in the Western Canon, but 
I chip away at that by drawing on performance poetry, Asian literature, global 
myth/history/culture and experimental techniques.  And yes, my positioning is very much a 
political act.  I feel I‘m in the middle of a cultural battlefield sometimes.  I‘m also aware of 
my position in Singapore, as part of what I‘d like to see as a passionate, emergent generation 
that rebels against the cool docility and disenchanted yuppie themes of the Alvin Pang era.  I 




 What is the idea of poetry that shapes your writing? What role do traditional forms of poetry 
play in your writing?  
 
The well-built poem should have a sense of completeness; of satisfying wholeness; a 
consistent, innate logic; a balance in itself.  Rhythm and sonic qualities are also extremely 
important: the piece should roll off the tongue smoothly (or to otherwise desired effect).  I‘m 
intrigued by the way traditional forms of poetry ensure both these qualities through strict 
structural patterns, which I sometimes emulate (e.g. sonnets, other rhyming forms, centos, 
phonetic translations of tang shi).  But I‘m more indebted to that sense of imagery that lies 
behind each culture‘s mythology. 
 
 What is your attitude towards free verse?  
 
That‘s like asking a Singaporean what his attitude is towards rice.  It‘s such a staple that you 
can‘t imagine life without it.  It has to be handled with judicious balance, but so must all 
forms of poetry.  
 
 What are the freedoms/limits/challenges of writing in free verse? Have you ever considered 
writing in other verse forms? If so, what kinds? 
 
I actually started writing rhyming forms.  Have done couplets, quatrains, sonnets 
(Shakespearean and Petrarchan), villanelles, limericks, double dactyls, haiku, centos, Sapphic 
odes, ghazals, slam… you name ‗em, I‘ve done them.  But free verse is the standard – to ask 
about the special features of it is like asking a man how air smells compared to nitrous oxide. 
 
 Do you see any alternatives to lyric/descriptive/meditative poems? 
 
Yes.  Poems of polemic and nonsense poems.  Love ‗em both.  Have done ‗em both. 
 
 Any alternatives to short poems?  
 
Long poems.  Epics.  Duh! 
 
What do you feel is the role of drama in poetry?  
 
Poetry is usually very autobiographical for me, or else I use it as a means of re-imagining legends.  
There‘s often a narrative, a sense of development and climax in the poem.  But drama as we know it is 
slightly different because it‘s more dialogic.  Still, I‘ve done plays that sound like poems, or are even 




 What is ―subject matter‖ to you? Are there any topics that you feel makes for inappropriate 
subject matter for/in poetry? Or is everything equally suited? 
 
Everything is suited.  But ideally, a poet should write about something that s/he cares about 
passionately. 
 
 How much of your choice of subject matter is conscious/unconscious? Does that matter/affect 
your writing? 
 
Well, there‘s the apparent topic of the poem – the Titanic, the story of Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory, an account of a dream.  That‘s conscious.  But the motivations behind it 
are usually a little more ambiguous: somewhere between conscious and subconscious, 
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stemming from a certain point of angst or desire that can‘t be fully articulated except through 
verse.  I think my poems are more imagistic because of this. 
 
 Do your poems actively reflect local issues or are they meditations on more universal 
problems? Is there anything distinctly ―Singaporean‖ about your poems? If no, why not? Is 
that a conscious decision/choice?   
 
Some of my poems are specifically Singaporean: they make references to images or political events 
only locals would understand.  Some of them are more general.  It‘s not so much a choice as a 
realization that comes to you while you‘re writing: people outside my immediate cultural sphere will 
not understand this. 
 
POEM-AUDIENCE  
 Who do you write for? Is there an implied audience in mind when you write? What is the 
optimal/ideal audience that you write for?  
 
Sometimes I write with an audience in mind, e.g. a queer literary gathering, or my mother.  
But usually I‘m writing as if for a friend very much like me who believes in what I do – as if 
I‘m trying to impress someone who‘s similar to me. 
 
 Do you write for posterity? Peers? Models? Reader demands? How does readership affect 
you?  
 
I write for attention, mostly.  Readership frustrates me only when I discover that I‘m being 
consistently misinterpreted or criticized for a fault.  I rarely redraft poems from feedback, 
though. 
 
 How does recognition impact you/your writing? Whose recognition matters to you? How 
much? Why? 
 
Recognition of a certain genre of my writing does encourage me to explore it further, as in the 
case of slam.  But I suppose it‘s the recognition of my peers; i.e. fellow poets and intellectuals 
of my generation, that pleases me the most.  I feel they‘re the ones whom I can rely on to 
know where I‘m coming from. 
 
MULTILINGUALISM 
 How many languages are you comfortable in? 
 
Let‘s say three: English, Mandarin, Spanish. 
 
 Where would you place English in terms of degree of comfort and fluency in relation to the 








 Would you regard English as your ―mother tongue‖ or your ―primary‖ language? 
 
Can‘t call it ―mother tongue‖, because the phrase has been perverted for me to mean 








 With multilingualism in Singapore, why do you choose to write in English and not your own 
native language?  
 
English is my native language.  I don‘t have the skill to write well in any other language, 
although my plays are sometimes multilingual (featuring short snippets of non-English text). 
 




 What do you perceive as the sense of your own English: Standard? Singaporean? Singlish? 
International? What do you perceive as the individuating factors in your own control over 
pronunciation, rhythm, intonation? Do you see this as relevant to meter, rhythm, form?  
 
Mix between New York hipster, Singapore educated ex-army boy and British scholar 
idiolects.  I‘m proud of how I have some command of each of these; how they clash to 
different effects in my writing.  See my poem ―Heartland‖ for reference. 
 
STATE POLICIES WITH LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT 
 How do factors like government policies on art/culture development impact your writing?  
 
Positive policies, like being able to get grants for my books and plays, has encouraged me to 
pursue writing as a full-time career.  Not sure if it‘s influenced my content, though. 
 
 How do state educational policies affect how poetry is being written or read in both schools 
and by the general public? Has the inclusion of local writing into the school curriculum 
increased its cultural value to Singaporeans? Does this matter to you as a poet? 
 
Well, the policies don‘t apply as much to me because ―last boy‖ is too raunchy for most 
school libraries.  I am in ―No Other City‖, however, and that‘s increased my fame as a minor 
celebrity among young people in Singapore.  Which is intimidating, but pleases me.  Doesn‘t 
necessarily make me write better, but makes theatre companies more willing to perform my 
plays.  I think I‘m getting more recognition than I deserve as a young poet – may be to the 
detriment of my writing eventually. 
 
 How do the social perceptions of English-speaking/educated individuals as being more 
refined and ―upper-class‖ factor into the equation? Is that why you choose to write poetry, as 
that is seen to be ―high brow‖ and part of ―high culture?‖ 
 
I like writing in English because it is a contradictory language.  It is both the language of 
civilization (British colonial education) and the language of pollution (American music and 
hip-hop) and a container for hybridity (Singlish).  I want to reclaim the mongrel nature of 
English because I think poets here project themselves as too upper-class and inaccessible.  I 
write poems because it‘s the form of literature that can be finished most efficiently and 
succinctly per unit.  But I also write songs and short stories and journalistic articles and 
reviews.  I want to communicate with every class. 
 
 Is Singapore Anglophone poetry elitist or encouraging a form of literary elitism then? 
 
It‘s mostly elitist by nature, because of the education and class privileges that go into the 
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making of a good English language poet.  But there are efforts – such as the slam poetry scene 
– to break down that elitism. 
 
I think most of our novelists and fiction writers are just as elitist, though.  Playwrights, 
journalists and copywriters, less so. 
 
PATRONAGE SYSTEMS/MODELS OF WRITING 
 How do you think mentorship schemes like the Creative Arts Programme (CAP), or the lack 
of a more comprehensive, widely-established mentorship programme, affect the writing and 
reading of Singapore poetry? Were you a member of the CAP? Did that have any significant 
impact on your writing?  
 
I think CAP has created a small base of people who are aware of the Singapore literary scene.  
But it‘s produced a pitifully small number of committed writers in its many years.  I doubt 
that we have to expand the scheme for it to improve, though.  Writers will emerge if they‘re 
dedicated enough.  One thing, though: it should include polytechnic students. 
 
I was a participant and councillor in CAP, and it did affect my writing – through it I 
underwent mentorship programmes that put me in touch with the local literary luminaries, and 
made connections with those of my generation that still last today. 
 
 How have the National Arts Council Awards/Cultural Medallion Awards affected/influenced 
the production and reception of poetry here? Does it encourage more creative work, or simply 
commercialises the entire enterprise? What is your personal attitude towards the NAC 
awards?  
 
They don‘t commercialise it because no-one can survive on them.  They may have 
encouraged the growth of poetry and of individual poets, but I doubt they‘ve encouraged 
much readership except in institutes of higher learning. 
 
 Do you have role models?  Do you learn from imitation? What do you understand by an 
elective affinity? What are your affinities? Why?  
 
There are two big poets I‘m intrigued by: Wislawa Szymborska and Pablo Neruda, for their 
philosophy and sensualism respectively.  And I have sensed an affinity with a young poet 
from Hong Kong before – what I noticed as congruent was a sense of erudition and sensual 
excess.  It‘s rare in Singapore, it‘s kind of rare anywhere.  It‘s me. 
 
NETWORKS OF RELATIONSHIPS 
 Who are the poets whose practice most influenced your own sense of vocation? 
 
Lee Tzu Pheng was my first mentor; she was an inspiration mostly because she recognized 
me as a talent.  Later, Alfian Sa‘at gave me inspiration to inject passion into my writing.  
Cyril Wong gave me the guts to quit my job and just write full-time. 
 
 Who are the contemporary poets that you find most interesting? 
 
Louise Gluck, Wislawa Szymborska, Anne Carson.  But I‘m more drawn to dead poets for 
some odd reason.  Possibly because I already know which ones are good. 
 





I read almost all of it in English.  Less than ten books of poetry a year in translation. 
 
 What do you feel are the impacts of globalization and the rise of English as the world‘s 
working language on Singapore‘s poets and poetry scene? Are there greater connections 
being made with the rest of the world now through writing?  
 
I think so.  I‘ve had a good time at literary festivals because I can communicate in this 
language and yet can lend an air of Asian otherness to the setting, I think. There are definitely 
more connections being made between Singapore writers and those in other parts of the 
world, but I haven‘t seen much of an impact yet.  We‘re being studied in Australia, 
sometimes. 
 
 How has working and living in a pragmatic country like Singapore influenced the present 
generation of Singapore‘s poets? How have the somewhat restrictive social conditions here 
impacted their work? 
 
Most of their poetry has horribly boring themes about having a white-collar job and having 
occasional moments of transcendence.  Yawn.  I think it‘s more the high expectations of a 
career which are stifling to them than the sedition laws. 
 
 How has issues of money/making a living impacted your writing/production of poetry? How 
has social perceptions of poets here in hard-nosed, pragmatic Singapore affected you? 
 
I write less poetry now, partly because I‘m writing more essays, articles, plays and stories – things 
which can actually make money.  I think the social perceptions of poets as being in ivory towers 
have made me more determined to explore other genres that have more contact with people. 
 
By the way, this isn‘t really an objective series of questions. You‘ve been pushing us to confront 
the elitist nature of the poetry scene, and the very word ―elitist‖ is a dirty word to many of us, 
even though it describes what we are. 
 
The following oral interview with Ng Yi-Sheng was held at Holland Village‟s Mykii Restaurant, 
on 4
th
 February 2009, Wednesday at 12.45 pm 
 
Q: Hello thanks for taking the time to meet up with me today. I would first like to clarify some 
of the answers that you have made in the email questionnaire. Firstly, with regards to the 
question on how your writing is related to any tradition, you have said that, and I quote, “my 
poetic tradition is in general much less innocently effusive than say, Filipino or Indonesian 
poetry.” Can you tell me a little bit more about what you mean by that?  
 
A: Oh what I meant to say was that Filipino Anglophone poetry remains largely uncynical, and there 
is no sense of restraint in their writing as compared to ours. I think this is because there is a lot of 
infrastructural support available in the Philippines, and their universities have lots of creative writing 
departments which Singapore‘s universities lack.  
 
Q: What about what you have said about seeing yourself “as a passionate, emergent generation 
that rebels against the cool docility and disenchanted yuppie themes of the Alvin Pang era.” Can 
you elaborate on that? 
 
A: Well this is like what I have said in a QLRS review of Toh Hsien Min‘s new book last year. I feel 
that there is a different movement in local poetry now, with poets not writing in a certain way and we 
are also not committed to white collar day jobs in banking or law. Poets like Alfian, Cyril, Qian Xi 
and I have never had white collar full-time jobs or led yuppified lifestyles. We have always been 
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immersed in the art world, and this stands in contrast to poets from Alvin Pang‘s generation who all 
have sort of disenchanted yuppie lives.  
 
I guess I would compare myself to the slam poets like Mark Nair, I interact more with the worlds of 
drama and music than the older generation of poets.  But with that said, things are changing as well. 
Even though the older poets like Alvin Pang and Yong Shu Hoong started out in the civil service and 
computer programming, they are both full-time freelancers now, so the line between one‘s profession 
and vocation as poet is fuzzy now. But I still feel that there are less casual connections in the wider 
arts world between the older poets than younger poets like myself.  
You know I have spoken to Alvin about how there is now a new generational divide between poets 
from his era and poets from my time, like Alfian, myself and Qian Xi, but Alvin says that it is too 
soon to call it another generation. To him, there are 3 main generations of poets, and we joke about 
how the three generations coincide with the three Prime Ministers that Singapore had. With PM Lee 
Kuan Yew we have the first generation of poets like Edwin Thumboo and Arthur Yap; the second 
generation of poets like Robert Yeo, Lee Tzu Pheng, Leong Liew Geok and Ho Po Fun wrote when 
PM Goh Cheok Tong was in power; and for us the younger ones, it is Lee Hsien Long who is PM 
now.  
 
We also identified 3 main trends in the younger generation of poets that the older generations did not 
have, and they are: 
1) Internet--- Because we have online journals, reviews and websites now 
2) Internationalisation---- We get exposure from foreign poetry festivals that we attend and from 
being included in international anthologies 
3) Publishing Houses---We now have very supportive local publishing houses like Ethos and 
Firstfruits that publish our local works, and this really helps us tremendously as writers 
 
Alvin feels that it is too soon to subdivide the younger poets into two different generations but I do 
feel that there is a difference between poets like him, Aaron Lee, Toh Hsien Min and myself.  
 
Q: I think the idea of how the three generations of poets coincided with our 3 PMs is really 
interesting! Moving on to the topic of sexual politics now, the prominent gay poets within the 
contemporary poetry scene are Alfian, Cyril and yourself. Some other poets have said that the 
pink dollar helps to push and promote all your works. What is your opinion on this?  
 
A: Yes, I would agree that the gay community is supportive of our work but I won‘t call it the pink 
dollar because in poetry it really isn‘t about dollars and cents. Because there is a gay community here 
we do have a following, and there is a certain network of relationships amongst the gay people. I 
publish my poems on this gay portal trevvy.com, but Cyril does not agree to publish there for his own 
reasons. I am also active in supporting gay rights in Singapore. For example, I organize the 
IndigNation and other queer readings here, and I write for some gay websites. Cyril and Alfian have 
actually moved away from these gay sites and platforms because they do not want to be categorized as 
just ―Queer Poets/Writers‖, but want to broaden their readership base.  
 
I guess the topic of our sexuality gives us something to write about, and this is compelling not just for 
gay readers because it is very good source material. There is a political impetus too for myself in 
writing gay poems, but I don‘t feel that I have won the Singapore Literature Prize (2008) because of 
my gayness or my gay poems.  
 
Actually, Cyril is the one who broke down the barriers for me. In his earlier poems, he did not have to 
change the pronouns of his lovers from ―he‖ to ―she‖ to mask his sexuality in order to get the NAC 
grants because he had enough money to publish the works on his own. Later when he did ask for the 
NAC grants, he got it as he was already a success, and they gave him the grants despite him being 
openly gay. So by the time I was writing I knew that I didn‘t have to hide anything and still be able to 




Q: Moving on, I would like to ask you why you only write in the English language even though 
you indicated in the email questionnaire that you are comfortable in three languages, i.e. 
English, Mandarin and Spanish. Do you feel that writing in English deracinates the creative use 
of the other languages? 
 
A: Yes I do feel the use of English is deracinating but I still write in it as it‘s the language that I am 
most comfortable in. I don‘t see a future in writing in the other languages, like Spanish for example. If 
I were to write in Spanish, I would take far too long to build up a collection of poems, I might as well 
use a translator to translate my English poems into Spanish. That said, I do like multilingualism in my 
plays and I incorporate a few languages in them. But for poetry I am just not comfortable enough with 
the other languages to write in them. I can perhaps just play with the words but I am not competent 
enough in the other languages to write poetry. 
 
Actually I feel very guilty about the language issue. I wish I was able to communicate in Chinese even 
though I don‘t envy the Chinese literature scene, as there is so much more tradition and less freedom 
there than what we have in the English literature scene. I feel that the Chinese language is actively out 
to suppress creativity, especially when I was in ACS. I remember how during Chinese composition 
classes my lao shi would always force us to include didactic and moralistic messages inside our zuo 
wens, and I remember thinking that it was horrible as I wasn‘t free to express my own creativity. But 
the theatre scene has opened up my eyes about the power of the Chinese language, because you can 
do things in Chinese theatre that you can‘t do in English theatre, and there is a sense of intimacy in 
using the Chinese language. So I feel less cynical about the language now. This makes me glad that in 
Singapore we have more than one contemporary language tradition in our theatre scene, because this 
keeps things vibrant and varied.  
 
Q: You mentioned in your questionnaire answer that you feel that you are getting more 
recognition than you deserve as a young poet. Why do you feel that way? 
 
A: Well I‘ve only written 1 volume of poetry but I‘ve won the Singapore Literature Prize for it, so 
that‘s why I feel that I am perhaps getting more recognition than I deserve.  
 
Q: So are you writing any more poems currently? Do you have any plans to publish another 
poetry collection soon? 
A: I am trying to curate a queer literary anthology right now. I have enough poems to make up a 
collection but they are not thematically related. The poems are more split into 2 to 3 overarching 
themes, so I feel it would be a problem if I publish all of them as a single volume. For Last Boy, I 
think that there was a strong sense of unity among the poems, and that‘s why I feel that it was 
successful as a volume. 
 
Q: Are there any local poets who you like or dislike? Could you share a little more on this topic? 
 
A: Hmmm…. I‘m not the biggest fan of Yeow Kai Chai‘s work. I just don‘t get his poetic direction. I 
feel his poems are less a condensation of thought than a babble that‘s going on. A lot of his work 
don‘t seem to be terribly urgent or propelled by emotion, so I‘m not a fan. 
 
For the poets I admire, I like Cyril‘s work, especially his later stuff. I also admire Teng Qian Xi‘s 
writing and Koh Jee Leong‘s. Jee Leong is a gay poet based in NYC, and his poems have been 
included in queer lit readings, No Other City and Over There, and I like his stuff. I guess when you‘re 
part of a (gay) community it feels good and you‘re encouraged to write more. For Alvin (Pang), I 
don‘t read him much but when I do, he surprises me with how good he is, so I have lot of admiration 
for him.  
 
I was also amazed that Aaron Lee‘s book Five Right Angles got nominated for the Singapore Lit Prize 
because nothing in the book stuck to me at all. I wondered why Cyril did not get nominated because 




Q: I was intrigued by a particular comment that you‟d made in your questionnaire response. 
You wrote that “I think poets here project themselves as too upper-class and inaccessible.”  Can 
you please elaborate on your views regarding this? 
 
A: Well think of the Singaporean poets that we have. If we divide them into the 3 generations that I‘d 
mentioned earlier, the 1st and 2nd generation poets were all academics working in universities, so that 
was obviously not very accessible to the lay person. With the third generation, the earlier half are all 
still yuppies in high paying jobs, so the accessibility factor still isn‘t there. But the fact that we are 
non-academics and some of us have moved into full-time writing shows that there are changes 
occurring, so perhaps I can‘t really stand by this statement now, as it‘s untrue of the poets who are 
most active right now.  
 
Q: Fair enough. What about your comments on how Singapore Anglophone poetry is mostly 
elitist by nature? To be honest, I was quite surprised that you said that because most of the 
other poets whom I‟ve interviewed all denied the elitist element vehemently.  
 
A: Poetry is elitist because written English in Singapore needs to be a Standard English which you can 
only be comfortable and competent in if you‘re well-educated. People who‘re not competent in it will 
make grammatical errors while writing.  
 
The elitist structure of our education and class background allows us poets to write English poetry, but 
this makes us feel that it‘s bad to be elitist, that it‘s against our ideals and values to be elitist so I guess 
this is why most of the poets you‘ve interviewed deny the elitism in poetry. The truth is that yes we‘re 
elitist but we don‘t want to be, so we try not to admit or talk about it!  
 
Q: It‟s interesting you mention that written English in Singapore needs to be of a Standard 
kind. How is playwriting less elitist then, as you‟ve mentioned in your questionnaire reply?  
 
A:Theatre and playwriting is more accessible because of the idea of persona. In the past, Kuo Pao 
Kun and Haresh Sharma have both worked on social issues and were very open-minded in the kinds 
of topics that they touched upon in their plays, as compared to the poetry poets like Thumboo wrote, 
which is more academic and locked up in the ivory tower. I guess the medium of theatre plays a big 
part in its accessibility----you go to the theatre to watch it being performed amongst a community of 
people in the audience---versus poetry which you generally read alone.  
 
I have to say that I‘ve noticed a disproportionate number of Chinese people in the poetry scene, and a 
disproportionate number of non-Chinese minority in the Slam Poetry scene as they‘re mostly Indians. 
This is really interesting to me! It‘s strange that we don‘t have more Indian literary poets now---we 
only have Aaron Maniam, Kirpal Singh, half of Thumboo and that‘s it! No one in the younger age 
group is an Indian poet and that‘s really curious to me. 
 
Q: Some of the poets have said that the local poetry scene is a small and close-knit one. Do you 
agree? 
 
A: It‘s not true that it‘s a small local poetry scene. If you think of the published poets as k number, 
then we actually have (k + x) poets here because there are lots of student poets who turn up in QLRS, 
so we do have lots of local poets actually. It‘s just that they do not or have not gotten published. It‘s 
odd that the English poets here have a strange relationship or rather no relationship with the other 
language poets, because one would expect more interaction between us. Singapore is strange to have 
this polyglossia in our literature scene.  
 
We‘re very small and have no natural markets for our own arts, like film, opera, theatre or poetry, so 
we have to try to export our works overseas. We do have nurturing relationships between the k poets. 
Alvin links us all up very well with his anthologies, and there is the linking between all the k poets 
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now. And with the CAP, we have the x poets being mentored by the k poets, so there is a definite 
sense of nurturing between the current and younger generation. 
 
Q: What are your thoughts about the CAP, since you were a participant in the programme as 
well? You‟ve mentioned in your questionnaire answer that “it‟s produced a pitifully small 
number of committed writers in its many years.” Who were your mentors in the CAP? 
 
A: Lee Tzu Pheng and Angeline Yap mentored me in the CAP. Well the CAP has produced a number 
of published poets like myself, Alfian, Aaron Maniam, Qian Xi, Toh Hsien Min, Grace Chua and 
Terence Heng, even though Terence published some poetry books that received very bad reviews. 
Maybe it is hard to say if it‘s a disproportionately small number of published poets being produced by 
the CAP because how many people in one society end up publishing volumes of poetry anyway?  
 
But it is quite a small number from the CAP that end up as published writers, especially in terms of 
fiction writers. We hardly have any fiction writers produced by the CAP.  We have a lot more poets 
than novelists in Singapore. We write poetry because we have no time to work on novels since we are 
all so busy. There is a strangely small number of women poets here in Singapore but yet most of our 
novelists are women, so I find that odd. Maybe women have the endurance for that kind of thing 
(writing novels), which explains why most of our poets are men, because men have no patience for 
writing long stories!  
 
Q: That‟s interesting. Well thank you for your time today Yi-Sheng. This interview has been 
most helpful to me. 
 
A: Thank you. 
 
 
 
 
